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In our ever-changing, fast-paced and uncertain world, where the media reports 
stories with increased responsiveness, especially if the story is sensational, it is 
imperative that the public relations industry be prepared to manage crisis 
communications situations. This preparation begins at the university level.  This study 
examines the question, “How are universities in the West South Central states that offer 
baccalaureate programs in public relations, preparing graduates to manage crisis 
communications situations once they enter their professions?”   
This multiple case study examines the research question.  A multiple case study 
was used because it provided insight into how several universities were preparing 
baccalaureate public relations graduates for crisis communications situations. The West 
South Central region, which includes Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas, was 
included in this study.  During the content analysis phase of this study, the findings 
showed that no universities in Arkansas offered a crisis communications component to 
their public relations students; so Arkansas was omitted from the study.  
After identifying two universities from Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas, that 
offered a crisis communications component in their public relations programs, the study 
focused on one professor and two graduates from each institution.  These six professors 
and 12 graduates were the primary data sources for this study.  The supporting data 
sources were artifacts, which include crisis communications course descriptions, syllabi, 
textbooks, class assignments, and field notes.  This triangulation of the data from one 
professor, two graduates, and several artifacts were considered a separate data set for  
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each of the six universities.  This triangulation of information from these three sources 
provided the data for this study.  
Nine themes were revealed in this study, including four primary, four secondary, 
and one notable theme.  The four primary themes included internships, case studies, 
managing the media, and ethics.  The four secondary themes included teamwork, public 
relations strategic planning, the Public Relations Society of America (PRSSA), and role 
playing.  The notable theme included the benefit of having a minor with the major 
degree. 
Concluding the study, four recommendations were made for future studies. The 
first recommendation focuses on crisis communications components sponsored by 
PRSSA at universities in the United States; the second recommendation replicates this 
study in another area of the United States; the third recommendation focuses on the 90 
percent of universities in the West South Central region that do not offer a crisis 
communication component; and the fourth recommendation explores how ethics are 
incorporated into undergraduate public relations programs with a crisis communication 
component.  In addition, there were two areas of program recommendations, with the first 
focusing on revisions for undergraduate programs and the second focusing on the 
leadership role of public relations professional organizations with undergraduate public 




Background of Study 
In our ever-changing, fast-paced and uncertain world, where the media reports 
stories with increased responsiveness, especially if the story is sensational, it is 
imperative that the public relations industry be prepared to manage crisis 
communications situations.  Americans have learned to expect timely communication in 
the aftermath of a crisis.  With heightened technology such as 24-hour news stations, 
pagers, cellular telephones, text messaging, and Amber Alerts, our society is increasingly 
connected to news sources.  People are hungry for unfiltered, real-time coverage from 
real people’s perspectives (Goodman & Goodman, 2004). 
Technology has better enabled the media to readily learn of crisis situations, so 
public relations professionals need to quickly respond to their questions.  In fact, one of 
the biggest concerns of school administrators during a crisis is to quickly communicate to 
their audiences, which traditionally include students, parents, the community and the 
media.  Of particular concern is working with the media because it is essential that when 
reporters descend, school leaders know how to respond.  Big and small, crises strike 
schools every day and the media is usually on hand to report the story.  A crisis could 
include a pipe bursting which floods the first floor of an elementary school, a bus 
breaking down which prevents students from arriving home for several hours, or teachers 
and support staff going to the school board to ask for higher salaries (Cook, 2001).    
Some crises receive local attention, some get statewide coverage and others 
become national stories all within a few minutes.  Crisis communications has taken on a 
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new importance in the wake of more than 20 school shootings since 1997 (Cook, 2001).  
When combined with 24-hour news stations, the Internet as a news source, and ever-
increasing competition among local affiliates, it is understandable how a media city could 
quickly be assembled on a school’s premises.   
In fact, in the first 24 hours after the shooting at Columbine High School in 1999, 
the Jefferson County Public Schools logged 1,500 telephone calls from the media.  Even 
though the district, which operates 145 schools, has its own telecommunications system, 
the lines were so jammed that cellular telephones were useless for large blocks of time 
(Cook, 2001).  A temporary cellular tower was built in the media city and land lines 
eventually were installed at the area’s crisis communications headquarters which was 
temporarily set up in the library. 
Though advance preparation for a potential tragedy is key to the success of 
managing an actual crisis situation, few were prepared for the September 11, 2001, 
terrorist attack on the United States.  Meeting with his board of trustees just a few miles 
from the World Trade Center, David A. Caputo, the president of New York City’s Pace 
University, revealed how his institution coped during the aftermath of the crisis (Caputo, 
2001).  Pace University, whose main New York City campus was only five blocks from 
the World Trade Center had housed its World Trade Institute in one of the now-
obliterated twin towers.  Nearly 8,000 students had been attending classes at their New 
York City campus, and they had more than 1,000 residential students in that area of lower 
Manhattan.  They unfortunately lost four students and 34 alumni, but were relieved that 
all staff members managed to escape and that school facilities did not suffer extensive 
damage (Caputo, 2001). 
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They relocated nearly 60 students who had been living in Pace-leased housing 
facilities that because of the devastation and the massive cleanup effort, were unusable.  
Their principal loss came from the extensive damage done to the telephone and data-
switching center serving both the World Trade Center and Pace University.  They 
regained telephone service within ten days, but the Internet and other connections to 
some of their facilities remained sporadic for several months.  The response of local 
public utilities was exceptional given the magnitude of the demands they had to deal with 
during and after the attack. 
Just as the Columbine High School shooting and the Pace University September 
11 terrorist attack, the public relations role was to lead the communications efforts in 
response to the crisis.  The public relations directors of these two organizations were 
expected to have a crisis communications plan in place and to be prepared, available, and 
credible (Seitel, 1998).   
Public relations professionals must be able to appropriately respond to a crisis on 
behalf of their organization.  In order to provide proactive as well as reactive 
communication in a responsible and timely manner, public relations professionals must 
quickly and efficiently convey key message points to its audiences which include 
customers, employees, shareholders, the community and the media.  With this growing 
demand for public relations professionals to take a lead role in managing crisis situations, 
it is essential for universities to respond to this demand by preparing public relations 
students when they enter the public relations field for real world experiences. 
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Need for Study 
Although modern public relations is a twentieth century phenomenon, its roots are 
ancient.  Leaders in virtually every great society throughout history understood the 
importance of influencing public opinion through persuasion.  The American public 
relations experience dates back to the founding of the Republic.  Influencing public 
opinion, managing communications, and persuading individuals at the highest levels were 
at the core of the American Revolution (Seitel, 1998). 
The tenets of the public relations industry have been studied and practiced 
throughout history.  Alan Leahigh (1993) summarizes prominent historical leaders’ 
comments, which embrace the essence of the public relations profession.  From Carl Jung 
who said, “We know that too often emotions, rather than reason, shape public opinion” 
(p. 24), to Abraham Lincoln who said, “Public opinion is everything; with public 
sentiment, nothing can fail and without it, nothing can succeed” (p. 24), historical leaders 
have recognized the influence of public opinion.   Mark Twain took public opinion’s 
influence a step further when he said, “Its name is public opinion and it’s held in 
reverence.”  He continued, “It settles everything and some think it’s the voice of God” 
 (p. 25).  Twain unknowingly endorsed the public relations profession’s existence when 
he said, “As long as people kneel or tremble at the altar of public opinion, our livelihood 
is assured” (p. 25). 
 Edward Bernays, who taught the first course in public relations in 1923, is often 
called “one of the fathers of public relations.”  Bernays described his public relations firm 
as providing information given to the public, persuasion directed at the public to modify 
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attitudes and actions, and efforts to integrate attitudes and actions of an institution with its 
publics and of publics with those of that institution.  
Fraser P. Seitel, an executive with Burson-Marsteller, which is the world’s largest 
public relations firm, simply defines public relations as the practice of doing the right 
thing of performing, and communicating the substance of that performance (Seitel, 1998).  
Seitel believes that the public relations field has grown immeasurably in numbers and 
respect over the last two decades and today is clearly a growth industry.  In the United 
States alone, public relations is a multibillion-dollar business practiced by nearly 200,000 
professionals, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (Seitel, 1998).  
Furthermore, the bureau ranks public relations as one of the fastest growing industries, 
with job growth between 1994 and 2005 projected at a nearly 47 percent increase.  In a 
study of the chief executive officers of 200 organizations in the United States, Canada, 
and the United Kingdom, communications in general and the practice of public relations 
in particular were highly valued (Grunig, 1990).    
As the practice of public relations has developed, so too has the growth of public 
relations education.  In 1951, 12 universities offered major programs in public relations.  
By 1998, 200 universities offered a public relations sequence or degree program and 
many more offered public relations courses (Seitel, 1998).  In the vast majority of college 
journalism programs, public relations sequences rank first or second in enrollment.  In the 
twenty-first century, while industries from banking to utilities to retailing are vulnerable 
to seismic movements, the public relations profession is expected to thrive, with more 
and more organizations interested in communicating their story (Liebert, 1996).  At the 
end of the twentieth century, the United States government had 9,000 communication 
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workers employed by the United States Information Agency and the 20 largest public 
relations agencies generated nearly $2 billion in fee income annually (O’Dwyer, 1996). 
As the field has increased in prominence, Seitel indicates that it also has grown in 
professional stature.  The International Association of Business Communicators, a broad-
based group that started with an internal communications focus, has 12,500 members.  
The Public Relations Society of America (PRSA), with a national membership of nearly 
20,000 organized into 114 chapters, has accredited about one-third of its members 
through a standardized examination.  The society also has investigated legal licensing, 
similar to that of the accounting and legal professions, for public relations practitioners 
(Seitel, 1998).   PRSA, which was formed in 1947, defines the profession as, “Public 
relations helps an organization and its publics adapt mutually to each other and is an 
organization’s efforts to win the cooperation of groups of people” (Lesly, 1981, p.1).  
In a study co-sponsored by the public relations division of the Association of 
Education and Journalism and Mass Communication, PRSA, and the educators’ section 
of PRSA it is revealed that the public relations profession’s strength stems from its roots.  
The study states, “Public relations began in a democratic society where people have 
freedom to debate and to make decisions in the community, the marketplace, the home, 
the workplace, and the voting booth.  Private and public organizations depend on good 
relations with groups and individuals whose opinions, decisions, and actions affect their 
vitality and survival” (PRSA, 1987, p. 1).   
The most significant test for any organization comes when it is hit by a major 
accident or disaster.  How it handles itself in the midst of a crisis may influence how it is 
perceived for years to come.  Poor handling of events with the magnitude of Pepsi-Cola’s 
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syringe scare, Dow Corning’s silicone breast implant controversy, NASA’s shuttle 
disaster, Tylenol’s capsule poisoning, or ValuJet’s Everglades airline crash not only can 
cripple an organization’s reputation but also can cause it enormous monetary loss (Seitel, 
1998).  It is essential, therefore, that such emergencies be managed intelligently and 
forthrightly with the news media, employees, and the community at large.  One 
irrefutable key in crisis management is being prepared.  If there is any certainty in dealing 
with crises, it’s that accidents and disruptions make for spectacular headlines and 
sensational reporting.  Reporters often march to a different drummer because they 
consider themselves the guardians of the public trust.  Goodman (2004) depicts the need 
for a trickle-up media that reflects the true character of the United States and its people.  
As self-proclaimed guardians of public trust, the media may be quick to point fingers and 
assign blame in a crisis.   
A crisis that had significant media coverage was the Alfred P. Murrah Building 
bombing in Oklahoma City in April 1995.  With this incident occurring ten years ago in 
this West South Central state, it was recent enough to be on public relations educators’ 
minds and long enough for them to have included a crisis communications component in 
their program.  I researched the 21 universities that offer baccalaureate degrees in 
Oklahoma and this became the pilot for this study.  Comparing Oklahoma’s public 
relations programs, it was discovered that only two of the schools actually offered a crisis 
communications component.  With organizational crises on the rise and with less than 
10% of the state’s universities providing public relations students with a crisis 
communications component in the public relations program, the supply and demand for 
crisis communications expertise was not in sync. The pilot study examined the 
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procedures these two universities used when teaching crisis communications and 
reviewed students’ responses to the crisis communications component in their public 
relations program. 
Following the pilot, PRSA was contacted to see if the organization had research 
on university public relations instruction.  Even though PRSA has a staff that works with 
university public relations professors and students, there was not specific information 
related to the crisis communication component in public relations baccalaureate 
programs.  In fact, Christina Darnowski, Manager of Professional Resources and 
Christopher Tearno, Assistant Education Program Director both said, “[Jami], you are on 
to something” regarding my study of the crisis communications component in university 
public relations programs.     
This study included the other three states in the West South Central region of the 
United States that offer crisis communications in their university public relations 
programs.  The states that join Oklahoma to form the West South Central states include 
Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas (Cook, 2004).   If employers are expecting their public 
relations staff to know how to manage a crisis situation, yet universities are not preparing 
their public relations students to handle a crisis, there is a problem.  
 
Introduction of Research Question 
Public relations students are customarily taught public relations theory, beginning 
with an introductory course and continuing throughout the coursework.  Though theory is 
a key component in teaching college public relations courses, it is important to constantly 
connect theory and practice.  Public relations theory lays the groundwork for 
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understanding the philosophy of public relations issues.  However, it is actually the 
practice aspect of the curriculum that introduces students to real life experiences.   
Student-centered socialized learning pedagogy, which encompasses small group 
discussion, role playing, client interaction, case studies and public relations campaigns, 
encourages students to utilize critical thinking and connect their knowledge of public 
relations theory to real life experiences (Lubbers, 2002).    These experiences better equip 
public relations students to manage organizational situations when they enter the public 
relations profession. 
 Seitel (1998) indicates that navigating an organization through the shoals of a 
crisis is the ultimate test of a public relations professional.  This study explored the 
question, “How are universities in the West South Central states that offer baccalaureate 
programs in public relations, preparing graduates to manage crisis communications 
situations once they enter their professions?”   
The next chapter provides an overview of public relations literature for this study 
of universities that offer baccalaureate programs in America’s West South Central states 
preparing public relations graduates to successfully manage crisis communications 








This chapter focuses on research regarding public relations and crisis 
communications and includes the following three sections: teaching of public relations, 
crisis management in the real world, and the Public Relations Society of America 
(PRSA). The teaching of public relations section focuses on how public relations 
students at universities offering baccalaureate programs are being prepared for the public 
relations profession.  Examples of crisis communications situations as well as 
recommended steps for public relations professionals to take in response to crises are 
reviewed in the section on crisis management in the real world.  The final section on 
PRSA highlights the world’s largest professional organization for public relations 
practitioners.  A prelude to these three sections is an overview of the history of public 
relations, which provides a background on the public relations profession and presents an 
historical context for understanding theoretical positions regarding best practice. 
 
History—Public Relations Profession 
There were five prominent public relations historians identified in the literature.  
They were Scott Cutlip, James Grunig, Joe Marconi, Ron Pearson, and Fraser Seitel.  
Though all five are cited, Seitel, an executive with Burson-Marsteller, which is the 
world’s largest public relations firm, presents the most comprehensive perspective of 
public relations history and will be the primary resource for this section of the literature 
review.  
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Grunig (1990) mass communication professor at the University of Maryland, 
identified Cutlip as the foremost historian of public relations.  Cutlip, Dean Emeritus at 
the University of Georgia’s College of Journalism and Mass Communication, stated that 
public relations began when people came to live together in tribal camps where one’s 
survival depended on others of the tribe (Cutlip, 1995).  He said that to function, 
civilization requires communication, conciliation, consensus, and cooperation, which are 
the bedrock fundamentals of the public relations function.  Cutlip said, “I used to tell my 
students that public relations probably began when an Neanderthal man traded the 
hindquarters of a sheep to another for a flint” (Cutlip, 1995, p. x).   
Cutlip said that even Greek philosophers wrote about the public will, though they 
did not use the term “public opinion.”  He explained that the urban culture of the Roman 
Empire gave more scope to the opinion process and that certain phrases and ideas in the 
political vocabulary of the Romans and in the writings of the Medieval Period are not 
unrelated to modern concepts of public opinion. In fact, Romans inscribed on their walls 
the slogan, “S.P.Q.R.,” which stands for “The Senate and the Roman People” (Cutlip, 
1995).  Later the Romans coined the expression, “vox populi, vox Dei,” which means, 
“The voice of the people is the voice of God,” meaning people must be either caressed or 
annihilated (Cutlip, 1995).  Cutlip explains the struggles to win in the public forum today 
may not be that brutal, but they are every bit as intense.   
The communication of information to influence opinions or alter people’s 
behavior goes back to the earliest civilizations.  Archaeologists have unearthed farm 
bulletins in Iran dating back to1800 B.C. teaching farmers how to sow their crops, how to 
irrigate, how to deal with field mice, and how to harvest their crops (Cutlip, 1995).  This 
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was an effort very much like the “how to” information disseminated by our Land Grant 
Agricultural colleges over the Twentieth Century, which has made United States 
agriculture the envy of the world.  What we know of ancient Egypt, Assyria, and Persia is 
primarily a result of recorded material intended to publicize and glorify their rulers.  
Much of the literature and art of antiquity was designed to build support for kings, 
priests, and other leaders (Cutlip, 1995). 
Seitel explained that even the Catholic Church had a hand in the creation of public 
relations.  In the 1600s, under the leadership of Pope Gregory XV, the church established 
a college of propaganda to “help propagate the faith.”  Back then, the term propaganda 
did not have a negative connotation; the church simply wanted to inform the public about 
the advantages of Catholicism.  Today, the Pope and other religious leaders have public 
relations personnel to assist with their communication to their publics.  In fact, the 
Vatican’s chief communications official holds the rank of Archbishop of the Church 
(Seitel, 1998). 
The American public relations experience dates back to the founding of the 
Republic.  Influencing public opinion, managing communications, and persuading 
individuals at the highest levels were at the core of the American Revolution.  The 
colonists tried to persuade King George III that they should be accorded the same rights 
as Englishmen.  “Taxation without representation is tyranny” became their public 
relations slogan to galvanize fellow countrymen (Seitel, 1998).    Thomas Paine, another 
early public relations practitioner, drafted pamphlets and essays encouraging the colonists 
to band together.  In one essay contained in his Crisis papers, Paine wrote, “These are the 
times that try men’s souls.  The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this 
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crisis, shrink from the service of their country (Seitel, 1998, p. 26).”  The public listened, 
was persuaded, and took action, which supports the power of early American 
communicators. 
The practice of public relations gained momentum in the nineteenth century.  A 
prominent, yet negative, outcome of public relations in the 1800s was press agentry.  
Two historical public relations practitioners who notarized press agentry were Amos 
Kendall and Phineas T. Barnum (Seitel, 1998).  In 1829, President Andrew Jackson 
selected Kendall, a writer and editor living in Kentucky, to serve in his administration.  
Within weeks, Kendall became a member of Old Hickory’s “kitchen cabinet” and 
eventually became one of Jackson’s most influential assistants.  Kendall performed White 
House public relations tasks.  He wrote speeches, state papers, and news releases.  He 
even conducted basic opinion polls and is considered one of the earliest users of the 
“news leak.”  Although Kendall is generally credited with being the first authentic 
presidential press secretary, his functions and role went far beyond that position.   
Among Kendall’s most successful ventures on behalf of Jackson was the 
development of the administration’s own newspaper, the Globe.  Though it was 
traditional for the governing administration to publish its own national house organ, 
Kendall’s editorial touch refined the process to increase its effectiveness.  Kendall would 
write a news release, distribute it for publication to a local newspaper, and then reprint 
the press clipping in the Globe to underscore Jackson’s nationwide popularity.  Jackson 
gave credit for his popularity during his administration to Kendall, who we would now 
call a public relations advisor (Seitel, 1998). 
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Some public relations professionals today might not be enthused that Barnum was 
an industry pioneer.  Barnum was a huckster, whose motto could have been, “The public 
be fooled.”  While Barnum may have had his faults, at the time he was respected as a user 
of written and verbal public relations techniques to further his museum and circus.  In the 
1800s, Barnum wrote several news paper articles promoting his circus.  He strategically 
gave his star performing acts short names such as Tom Thumb, the midget, and Jenny 
Lind, the singer so that they could easily fit into the headlines of narrow newspaper 
columns.  Barnum also staged unusual events, such as the legal marriage of the fat lady to 
the thin man, to drum up free newspaper exposure.  And, although some public relations 
professionals criticize Barnum’s techniques, some press agents still utilize them. Barnum 
is often blamed by public relations personnel for the huckster image that the profession 
sometimes has (Seitel, 1998). 
 The American Industrial Revolution ushered in the growth of public relations.  
The twentieth century began with small mills and shops, which served as the center of the 
frontier economy, giving way to large factories.  Small towns, which had been the centers 
of commerce and trade, were replaced by large cities.  Limited transportation and 
communications facilities became nationwide railroad lines and communications wires.  
Big business was in control.  The men who owned America’s industries seemed more 
concerned with making money than with improving the lifestyles of their fellow citizens.  
Bankers like J.P. Morgan, oil tycoons like John D. Rockefeller, railroad owners like 
William Vanderbilt, and steel factory owners like Henry Clay Frick controlled the 
livelihood of thousands of employees and customers.  An example of the greedy and 
insensitive reputation this industrialist group had was when Vanderbilt was asked about 
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the public’s reaction to him closing the New York Central Railroad and he said, “The 
public be damned!” (Seitel, 1998, p. 29). 
 Americans criticized Vanderbilt and his counterparts and called them robber 
barons because they didn’t care for the rest of society.  Those who depended on these 
industrialists for their livelihood felt powerless to rebel. The robber barons’ greed ended 
when a group of journalists called “muckrakers” investigated the industrialists.  The 
muck that these reporters and editors raked was dredged from the scandalous operations 
of America’s businesses.  Upton Sinclair’s novel, The Jungle, revealed the deplorable 
conditions of the meat-packing industry and Ida Tarbell’s History of the Standard Oil 
Company, dispelled the reputable image of a leading petroleum firm (Seitel, 1998). 
 Sensational stories written by these journalists led to legislative reform.  As 
journalists and the public became more anxious, the government got more involved.  
Congress began passing laws telling business leaders what they could and could not do.  
Conflicts between employers and employees broke out, and newly organized labor unions 
were formed. Free enterprise was gaining momentum, but so was public opinion against 
business freedom, primarily because of the breakdown in communications between the 
businessman and the public.  For a time, these men of inordinate wealth and power found 
themselves limited in their ability to effectively defend themselves and their activities 
against the public.  To tell their side of the story, the business barons first tried using 
advertising to silence journalistic critics.  They tried to buy off critics by paying for ads in 
their papers.  When this strategy didn’t work, they paid press agents to present their 
companies’ positions but the public saw through this approach (Seitel, 1998). 
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Business leaders realized that a corporation might have capital, labor, and natural 
resources, yet be doomed to fail if it lacked intelligent management, particularly in the 
area of influencing public opinion.  They discovered that the best way to influence public 
opinion was through honesty and candor and this simple truth was the key to the 
accomplishments of American history’s first successful public relations counselor, Ivy 
Lee (Seitel, 1998). 
 Lee was a former Wall Street reporter who plunged into publicity work in 1903.  
Lee believed in neither Barnum’s the-public-be-fooled approach nor Vanderbilt’s the-
public-be-damned philosophy.  For Lee, the key to business acceptance and 
understanding was that the-public-be-informed.  Lee firmly believed that the only way 
business could answer its critics convincingly was to present its side honestly, accurately, 
and forcefully.  Instead of merely appeasing the public, Lee thought a company should 
strive to earn public confidence and good will.  Sometimes this meant looking further for 
mutual solutions and other times, it meant admitting that the company was wrong.  In 
1914, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., who headed one of the most maligned and misunderstood 
of America’s wealthy families, hired Lee.  In working for the Rockefellers, Lee tried to 
humanize them, to feature them in real-life situations such as playing golf, attending 
church, and celebrating birthdays.  Lee’s goal was to present the Rockefellers in terms 
that every individual could understand and appreciate.  Years later, despite their critics, 
the family came to be known as one of the nation’s outstanding sources of philanthropic 
support.  Lee is traditionally recognized for bringing honesty and candor to public 
relations.  More than anyone before him, Lee transformed the field from a questionable 
pursuit into a professional discipline designed to win public confidence and trust through 
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communications based on openness and truth.  After he established the idea that firms 
have a responsibility to inform their publics, the practice began to grow in every sector of 
American society (Seitel, 1998).  
 Another industry pioneer was Edward Bernays, who died in 1995 at the age of 
103, and was a giant in the public relations field for nearly a century.  Beginning as a 
publicist in 1913, he owned a public relations firm and taught the first course in public 
relations at New York University in 1923.  A nephew of Sigmund Freud, Bernays 
pioneered the application of the social sciences to public relations.  Historian Eric 
Goldman credited Bernays with moving along with the most advanced trends in the 
public relations field, thinking with, around, and ahead of them (Seitel, 1998). 
 Interestingly, the public relations profession experienced one of its most 
significant leaps when business confidence suffered its most severe setback.  The 
economic and social upheaval caused by the Great Depression of the 1930s provided the 
impetus for corporations to seek public support by telling their stories.  Public relations 
departments sprang up in scores of major companies, among them Bendix, Borden, 
Eastman Kodak, Ford, General Motors, Standard Oil, Pan American, and U.S. Steel.  The 
role that public relations played in helping regain post-Depression public trust in big 
business helped project the field into the relatively strong position it enjoyed during 
World War II (Cutlip, 1994). 
 Disenchantment with big institutions peaked in the 1960s.  The conflicts during 
the early part of the decade between private economic institutions, especially large 
corporations, and various disenfranchised elements of society arose from long-standing 
grievances (Grunig, 1989).  The social and political upheavals of the 1960s dramatically 
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affected many areas, including the practice of public relations.  The Vietnam War divided 
the nation.  Ralph Nader began to look at the inadequacies of the automobile industry.  
Women began to form activist groups such as the National Organization of Women. 
Environmentalist began to support groups such as the Sierra Club.  Minorities began to 
petition and protest for their rights.  Homosexuals, senior citizens, birth control 
advocates, and social activists began to challenge the legitimacy of large institutions.  Not 
since the days of the robber barons, had large institutions so desperately needed 
professional communications help (Seitel, 1998). 
 The 1970s and 1980s brought a partial resolution of these problems.  Business 
began to contribute to charities.  Managers began to consider community relations a first-
line responsibility.  This new social responsibility continued into the 1990s.  Corporations 
realized that their reputations were a valuable asset to be protected, conserved, defended, 
nurtured, and enhanced at all times.  Institutions in the 1990s had little choice but to get 
along with their publics.  By 1994, 93 million American homes had television, with 61 
percent of the homes wired with cable.  As the country moved into the twenty-first 
century, the potential for two-way communication arrived.  Not only have cable, satellite, 
fax, and computers revolutionized the information transmission and receiving process, 
but the emergence of the Internet radically intensified the spread of communications even 
further into the new millenium (Seitel, 1998).  
 Clearly, the public relations profession has been prevalent in the history of our 
country’s government, business and societal arenas.  This historical perspective on the 
public relations industry is especially helpful in understanding how the profession is 
evolving and how it should be taught to future professionals at our universities.  The 
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college curriculum is key to public relations students connecting theory to practice and to 
having a solid understanding of real life situations in their profession.   
The Teaching of Public Relations  
While this study focuses on the inclusion of the crisis communications component 
in university public relations baccalaureate programs, very little literature was found 
related to this topic.  Therefore, studies relating to teaching public relations will be 
primarily examined in this section.  Many educators believe that the ideal academic 
environment for theory is the college campus where the chief concern is preparing 
students for leadership in their chosen profession.  This philosophy which was once a 
belief of Donna Vocate, an adjunct mass communication professor at Boston’s 
Emmanuel College, was dispelled when she made the transition from teaching mass 
communication theory to undergraduate students to teaching graduate students.  Vocate 
conducted research that focused on the university mass communication department, 
which traditionally is the location of public relations studies as well as journalism and 
advertising concentrations (Vocate, 1997). 
 According to Vocate, a mass communication theory course would include public 
relations history, communications ethics, media relations, communications technology, 
public perception and persuasion, and international communications.  Vocate interviewed 
mass communication professors from the top ten universities in the United States with the 
largest mass communication student enrollment.  These professors had expertise in 
curriculum planning and reform and shared their views on teaching theory.  In addition, 
all had authored popular mass communication texts with a theory component, and were 
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currently teaching theory.   The underlying query was whether or not communication 
theory should be taught at universities and the unanimous response was, “yes.”   The 
respondents’ class assignments supported the anticipated outcome that studying theory 
facilitated critical thinking because all required an analytical application of theory.  For 
example, one professor assigned two or three case studies, which called for an application 
of theory as well as a midterm and a final.  Another professor required students to apply 
theory to a communication problem, while some students have expanded their short 
weekly paper into a term paper. 
Vocate revealed that the mass communication professors’ rationale for theory 
instruction was varied but they all agreed that such study provided a foundation of 
knowledge, an understanding of processes and a framework of strategies (Vocate, 1997). 
Concluding, Vocate condensed all of the varied arguments for teaching communication 
theory into one single proposition stating that teaching a rigorous course in mass 
communication theory increases the students’ intelligence.  She also believed that, given 
the complexity of the field, no one could argue that the United States had no need of 
intelligent practitioners in the communication industry (Vocate, 1997).  Even if students 
have acquired the ability for critical thinking, the greatest aspect of reflective intelligence, 
according to Vocate, is that it can be developed further through the process of human 
communication in a rigorous theory class. 
Another method for teaching a mass communication theory course at the college 
level is with ever-evolving and ever-improving technology.  The use of new media 
communication tools within the college classroom has become widespread and will 
continue to grow.  Daniel Panici, assistant professor of mass communication at the 
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University of Southern Maine, conducted a survey of college computing services.  A 
survey was sent to all 203 department chairs belonging to the Association of Schools and 
Departments of Journalism and Mass Communication.  The survey posed questions 
concerning the integration of new media technologies in the classroom and personal 
experience with this situation.   
The study revealed that 25% of college courses use electronic mail and that the 
usage of other communication tools such as computer simulations, multimedia materials, 
CD-ROMs, the Internet and the World Wide Web were on the rise (Panici, 1998).  The 
results of the survey also indicated that faculty teaching the introductory mass 
communication course spend a considerable amount of time talking about new media in 
their introductory course.  The time spent discussing new media ranks third behind the 
discussion of the television and newspaper industries (Panici, 1998). 
 While teaching the introductory mass communication course clearly encompasses 
a theoretical approach using the discussion method and state-of-the art technology, no 
matter what, leading educators agree that a real world, interactive, client-centered 
approach is essential to students gaining practical knowledge of the public relations 
profession.  Melissa Motschall, English Language Department at Eastern Michigan 
University and Michele Najor, Mass Communication Department at Wayne State 
University wrote an article describing their client-centered approach to teaching the 
introductory mass communication course which they believe serves as an entrée to both 
theory and practice.  With both universities located in metropolitan Detroit, the authors 
explain that public relations graduates often go to work in public relations agencies, 
corporations, and nonprofit organizations.  Motschall and Najor (2001) agree that their 
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most successful students have substantial writing portfolios before they graduate and that 
the introductory course serves as a starting point for building portfolios and for 
demonstrating students’ knowledge and skill level in public relations (Najor & Motschall, 
2001). 
 The introductory public relations course strives to successfully blend theoretical 
concepts with their professional and practical applications and in general, the orientation 
of an entire undergraduate public relations program or curriculum should reflect this 
same effort to blend theory with application (Motschall & Najor, 2001).  According to 
Motschall and Najor, objectives for the introductory mass communication course include: 
1) to study the history and evolution of public relations as a profession; 2) to enhance  
students’ abilities to analyze and determine the effectiveness of public relations strategies 
and tactics; 3) to provide opportunities for students to perform many of the fundamental 
tasks of entry level public relations practitioners; and 4) to increase students’ critical 
thinking skills by allowing them to respond to practical public relations situations. 
 In order to provide students in the introductory mass communication class with 
the appropriate breadth of knowledge of public relations, Motschall and Najor (2001) 
cover the function and foundation of public relations which includes the following nine 
areas of knowledge: 1) definition; 2) history; 3) identity and image; 4) ethics; 5) theory; 
6) research; 7) program planning; 8) publicity; and 9) crisis management.   
It is the ninth area of knowledge, crisis management, which is such a volatile 
aspect of the public relations profession and is imperative for mass communication 
students to fully understand the concept of effectively working in a reactive mode.  
According to Motschall and Najor, once students have a firm grasp on the program 
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planning process and are actually engaging in the practice of public relations with their 
client, they are ready to prepare for the inevitable challenges and crises that their 
organizations will face.  Crisis management is another content area that can be taught 
effectively by applying the response-oriented approach.  One trend in public relations is 
certainly from fire fighter to fire preventer (Motschall & Najor, 2001).  Here, it is 
important to distinguish between crisis management and the concept of issues 
management and to impress upon students the importance of being proactive rather than 
reactive in their planning strategies.   
According to Motschall and Najor, students should know general principles of 
crisis communications, such as honest and open communication. They should also 
understand the importance of having in place a crisis plan, crisis team, and single 
spokesperson.  With these guidelines in mind, requiring students to respond to a real 
crisis for their clients, within a specified time frame, can be a valuable and interesting 
exercise (Motschall & Najor, 2001).   Students can either create crises for one another, or 
the instructor may develop a bank of crises and opportunities from which to draw.  
Again, this approach allows students to respond to practical public relations situations, an 
important objective of the introductory public relations course.  Motschall and Najor 
believe that instructors who use the broad-based, client-centered model in teaching the 
introductory public relations course can feel confident that it will give students a solid 
beginning to a comprehensive public relations educational experience. 
 One method of teaching crisis communications to mass communication students 
is by using the case study method.  Begun in the early part of the twentieth century, the 
Harvard managerial-oriented case studies have evolved into prestigious exercises often 
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involving semester or year-long examinations of organizations through detailed analysis 
of culture, structure, product introduction and suspension, crises and the like (Adams, 
1993).   William Adams, Associate Professor at Florida International University School 
of Journalism and Mass Communication, believes the reasons to encourage more 
emphasis on team participation cited by a number of scholars include benefits derived 
from the socialization of group interaction; alleviation of the Atlas Complex where the 
instructor tries to do it all, risking ineffectiveness and burnout; and the opportunity for 
students to face group related problems they will encounter when entering the field.  
Adams believes case studies serve as idea resources for public relations practitioners in 
solving problems and for public relations scholars in theory building.  He also believes 
that through class discussions of the situations and people in the cases, students will hone 
their insights, perceptions, thought processes and interpersonal skills. 
 Following are five ways which Adams has tried to make teamwork case studies 
effective during the introductory mass communication course he teaches at Florida 
International University: 1) begin with the theoretical underpinnings of public relations 
practice, including early exposure to the need for research and process in the field;  2) 
students are encouraged to read ahead in the text and become familiar with all case 
studies cited in the assigned chapters before coming to class;  3) by the third week, the 
team concept is explained and the first groups are self-formed;  4) teams are kept to four 
to seven participants, if possible; and  5) depending upon the individual case study and 
time left for the assignment, teams are asked to meet back in the classroom at a specified 
time, with their solutions to the cases. 
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 In addition to Adams’ five-point policy, he reveals that grades are given with as 
much emphasis on participation as on process and answers themselves.  Weekly cases 
count for about one-quarter of their semester grade and the overall team grade is the 
participants’ grade for the assignment.  While there are no universal ground rules for 
answering the questions, students are expected to show public relations process in their 
work, relating answers to what they have learned in lectures, from guest speakers, in text 
chapters and handouts and in assigned outside readings, (Adams, 1993).  Concluding his 
paper, Adams suggests that case studies can help bridge the gap between theory and 
practice, which is a goal he believes all public relations educators should strive. 
 As the capstone course in public relations education, the campaigns course bears a 
significant responsibility to both the student and the profession.  Vincent Benigni, 
assistant professor of mass communication at the College of Charleston and Glen 
Cameron, professor of journalism at the University of Missouri, believe that the most 
important function of capstone courses in journalism and mass communication is to 
prepare students for the real world.  They further believe that as public relations 
education has shifted from being a variant of a liberal arts degree to training for a 
profession, the campaigns course must supplement the skills training for the technician 
role with managerial values and skills.  Future practitioners need to possess real world 
communicative and planning skills, while basing their strategies on substantive case 
studies, sound research, and theoretical underpinnings (Benigni & Cameron, 1999).   
Benigni and Cameron believe that campaign courses should be designed to hone practical 
skills such as research and planning as well as incorporate theoretical significance.   
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 Benigni and Cameron conducted a study surveying mass communication 
professors from 280 American universities that offered public relations undergraduate 
degrees.  The study focused on the current state of the art for teaching public relations 
campaign courses.  The respondents were selected through the 1997-98 Association for 
Education in Journalism as well as the Mass Communication Directory of Colleges and 
Universities.  With 99 surveys returned, there was a 35% response rate.  A general 
description of the sample denotes that 83% of responding universities offer a stand-alone 
public relations campaigns course.  About 59% of the campaigns classes are available to 
undergraduates only, with 40% being cross-listed.  About 50% of juniors, 97% of seniors 
and 40% of graduates are permitted to take the campaigns course.  Most significantly, 
87% of the respondents stated that campaigns was the capstone course for the mass 
communication major. 
 Often, demographics of a class structure play a pivotal role in setting the tone 
(Benigni & Cameron, 1999).  The average campaigns class size, according to the survey, 
is about 20, which allows the teacher the flexibility to form small work groups and still 
have an overall manageable number to supervise as a whole, or to assemble in lectures.  
Of the respondents, 67% used a team-based approach, while 19% focuses on individual 
campaigns.  The majority of respondents described their teaching methods as lecturer, 
adviser and coach but not significantly as coordinator which could imply that a 
pedagogical strategy emphasizes student/team autonomy rather than a didactic approach 
directed by the professor.  Lectures were not a predominant pedagogical tool, as less than 
33% of class time was devoted to lectures, compared to 40% for team/individual 
meetings and 26% for other strategies.   
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 While textbooks offer research tips and comparative case studies, the campaigns 
course should be designed to immerse students into real world strategy and planning.  A 
promising finding was that 92% of the students enrolled in the campaigns course work 
with actual clients.  About 50% work with case studies and 25% work with hypothetical 
clients.  While 78% of respondents required outside readings, only 33% of all teachers 
required readings on mass communication theory, which is considered a crucial element 
of the public relations curriculum (Benigni & Cameron, 1999).  However, 88% of 
respondents required a research element in the campaigns course and 96% stated that 
students are required to develop a strategic plan and 75% of professors required 
documentation of survey results in the final plan. 
 Clearly mass communication theory is essential, though study after study 
encourages professors to develop a curriculum emphasizing the practice aspect of the 
profession.  By putting students into teams where they analyze case studies and public 
relations campaigns and then actually take on the persona of these practitioners in 
hypothetical role playing, students are encouraged to think critically, as well as connect 
and apply their knowledge of public relations theory to real world experiences. 
 
Crisis Communications—Crisis Management in the Real World 
The most respected and highest paid professionals in the public relations industry 
have achieved this status through their efforts in attempting to manage crises (Seitel, 
1998).  In a world of instantaneous communications, tabloid news journalism, and 
exploding communications challenges, the number and depth of crises affecting business, 
government, labor, nonprofits and even private individuals have expanded exponentially.    
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 Before we can evaluate crisis management in the real world, we must first 
understand the nature of a public relations crisis.  There are almost as many definitions as 
crises themselves but Ruff and Aziz (2003) simply and effectively sum it up with the 
following: “A crisis is any incident or situation, whether real, rumored or alleged, that 
can focus negative attention on a company or organization internally, in the media or 
before key audiences” (p. 3).  In the case of a company that offers shares to the public, a 
crisis could be anything that would potentially have an impact on the share price.  For 
other organizations, a crisis could be anything that would actually, or potentially damage 
their reputation.   
The precise nature of an emergency situation might be hard to anticipate but 
research shows that during the 1990s in the United States, of all crisis events reported in 
the media, there were two clear categories: events that were  “sudden” and those that 
were “simmering” (Ruff & Aziz, 2003).  Sudden events encompass accidents and 
emergencies, acts of terrorism, mechanical breakdowns, a hostile take-over or some 
unexpected legal action.  Simmering events cover situations that lurk beneath the 
organization’s surface and can erupt into a crisis at any time.  Industrial unrest, criminal 
actions of varying types and inefficient management would all fall into this category.  An 
interesting element of companies’ and organizations’ perspective in crisis management is 
their general assumption that a crisis will be sudden and unexpected whereas, in reality, it 
is much more likely to be predictable and expected (Ruff & Aziz, 2003).   
 Though most crises are likely to be predictable and expected, it is important to 
understand unpredictable crises.  Lerbinger (1997) identifies seven definable types of 
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sudden emergencies in his book, The Crisis Manager: Facing Risk and Responsibility.   
These include: 
• Natural disasters: fires, explosions and bad weather. 
 
• Technical disasters: spillage and faulty equipment. 
 
• Crises of confrontation: industrial disputes or the development of opposition by 
single-issue external groups. 
 
• Acts of malevolence: terrorism, sabotage and kidnapping. 
 
• Misplaced management values: strategic investment errors and ignoring investors’ 
concerns. 
 
• Acts of deception: fraud, expenses scams and false invoicing. 
 
• Management misconduct: harassment, bribery, corruption. (p. 5) 
 
Whether a crisis is predictable or unpredictable, there are three possible outcomes of  
an organizational crisis: 1) the organization is put out of business, ruined, possibly sued, 
and key executives possibly charged with crimes; 2) the organization continues to exist, 
but it has lost some image and respect in its publics’ eyes, and perhaps a great deal of 
financial position; and 3) the organization, in a hard-fought battle, has won a war of 
public opinion and is seen as favorably as before or perhaps more favorably (Fern-Banks, 
2002).  
The key to crisis management is developing a plan prior to the crisis that manages  
various public perceptions of the crisis.  An effective crisis management plan is a well-
thought-out campaign that seeks to reduce any negative impact, while generating positive 
outcomes during a crisis period (Lin, Stacks, & Steinfatt, 1992).  Traditionally, good 
crisis management includes three elements: 1) a plan of action; 2) an early warning 
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system in place to signal potential crisis situations; and 3) a crisis management team in 
place with the power to act (Millar & Heath, 2004).  Once a crisis has occurred, 
following are ten recommendations in implementing the crisis management plan: 
• Develop a clear, straightforward position. 
 
• Involve top management to show hands-on involvement. 
 
• Activate third-party support from objective party with credentials to help. 
 
• Establish an on-site presence at the location of the crisis. 
 
• Centralize communications to one point person who will act as the 
spokesperson. 
 
• Cooperate with the media and make them friendly adversaries. 
 
• Keep employees informed; they are the company’s greatest allies. 
 
• Keep the crisis in perspective.  Often management under reacts at the start and 
overacts as the crisis builds. 
 
• Begin positioning the organization for the time when the crisis is over. 
 
• Continuously monitor and evaluate the process by taking the pulse of employees, 
customers, suppliers, distributors, investors, and the general public. (Seitel, 
1998, p. 460) 
 
According to Ruff and Aziz (2003), in a crisis the communication usually will be 
oral rather than written, so it is worth highlighting what this means in practical terms. 
Traditionally, in the public relations profession, verbal communications consists of three 
elements:  
1) The message points (preferably no more than three key items); 2) the audience 
(the people at which the messages are aimed); and 3) the medium (the method of 
delivering the messages to the audience).  Of these three elements, the audience is 
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vastly more important than the other two elements put together.  For instance, it 
really does not matter how good the messages are or how good the medium of 
delivery is if the public relations professional has misread the audience.  In a 
crisis, speedy communications to many audiences simultaneously is especially 
crucial.  (Ruff & Aziz, 2003, p. 41) 
Information about a crisis reaches the public through the media more than through  
any other means.  An organization may have to work very hard to get the media’s 
attention during good times.  In fact, public relations personnel may struggle even to get a 
positive news release published.  However, during times of crisis, the media willfully find 
the public relations personnel.  Unfortunately, bad news sells.  Even Shakespeare wrote 
about it in Julius Caesar when he said, “The evil men do lives after them.  The good is 
oft interred with their bones” (Fern-Banks, 2002, p. 65).   
 With the media wanting a quick response to a crisis, it is important for the public 
relations professional to anticipate what the media want to know.  Looking at the big 
picture, the media want to sell newspapers and win ratings wars.  The media often give 
the public what it wants to know rather than what it needs to know.  There is a fine line 
between news and entertainment and crises make for entertaining news.  Following are 
potential questions that the media could ask following a crisis: 
• What happened? 
 
• Were there any deaths or injuries? 
 
• What is the extent of the damage? 
 
• Is there a danger of future injuries or damage? 
 
• Why did it happen? 
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• Who or what is responsible? 
 
• What is being done about it? 
 
• When will it be over? 
 
• Has it happened before?   
 
• Were there any warning signs of the problem?  (Fern-Banks, 2002, p. 67) 
 
A simple but accurate piece of advice for public relations professionals in   
communicating to their audiences after a crisis comes from Steve Wilson, a former 
reporter for USA Today, who said, “Time and time again, it seems that organizations that 
own up to their mistakes fare well in the court of public opinion, if not the legal courts as 
well.  Sometimes, the best crisis strategy is to simply apologize” (Wilson, 2002, p. 159). 
 
Public Relations Society of America 
This section of the literature review focuses on the Public Relations Society of 
America (PRSA), which is the world’s largest professional organization for public 
relations practitioners.  The first part of this section provides an overview of PRSA, 
including its mission and membership benefits such as professional development 
seminars.  The next area of this section focuses on PRSA’s 18 professional interest 
sections designed to focus on specialized practice areas like the Educators Academy, 
which provides services to university public relations professors.  The final part of this 
section introduces the Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA), which is 
the student affiliate of PRSA.     
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Headquartered in New York City, New York, PRSA’s nearly 20,000 members are 
organized into 114 chapters and the membership represent business and industry, 
counseling firms, government, associations, hospitals, schools, professional services 
firms and nonprofit organizations.  Chartered in 1947, PRSA’s primary objectives are to 
advance the standards of the public relations profession and to provide members with 
professional development opportunities through continuing education programs, 
information exchange forums and research projects conducted on the national and local 
levels (http://www.prsa.org). 
One of the ways PRSA provides an in-service benefit to public relations graduates 
who are already working in their professions is through professional development 
seminars.  These seminars, which are usually targeted to mid-level and senior-level 
public relations professionals, feature intensive hands-on learning experiences.  The goal 
of the seminars is to make public relations professionals more knowledgeable and 
confident by providing new skills and creative approaches for dealing with challenging 
situations.  
One of PRSA’s 2005 seminar topics is Crisis Communications Strategy, which is 
most directly associated with this study.   This upcoming crisis communications seminar 
will offer experiential learning for participants. Using case studies, seminar participants 
will explore a series of crisis communications management problems and strategies while 
immersed in management struggles, decision-making, and moral challenges managers 
face (http://www.prsa.org).    
Though the crisis communications seminar is broad-based and could appeal to 
most organizational public relations professionals, some topics are more specific and 
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apply to specialized areas.  Thus, PRSA has developed 18 professional interest sections 
designed to focus on issues, trends, and research in specialized practice areas.  These 
professional interest sections offer programs that are relevant to professionals who work 
in a specific industry, like healthcare, finance, and tourism.  Members design and 
participate in seminars and conferences with speakers and topics that appeal to their 
interest areas.   
One of these professional interest sections is the Educators Academy, which 
focuses on university public relations professors and offers seminars on teaching issues, 
techniques, and scholarly research, as well as research on the role, function and status of 
undergraduate and graduate public relations education.  The primary resource for the 
Educators Academy is a book titled, Learning to Teach: What You Need to Know to 
Develop a Successful Career as a Public Relations Educator (Sallot & DeSanto, 2004).  
With 537 pages, 56 chapters, and more than 30 contributing writers, the book provides an 
overview of the educator’s role and function, public relations curriculum, general 
techniques and course content, teaching techniques for specific courses, and advancing in 
academia.   Though the book covers pertinent topics for a public relations educator, there 
is no mention of a crisis communications component in public relations programs.    
While the Educators Academy provides an in-service benefit to university public 
relations educators, the pre-service benefit to public relations students is provided by the 
student affiliate organization of PRSA.  This organization is the Public Relations Student 
Society of America (PRSSA).   PRSA founded PRSSA to cultivate a relationship 
between students and professional public relations practitioners.  With more than 8,000 
members in 248 chapters on university campuses across the country, PRSSA’s mission is 
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to serve members by enhancing their knowledge of public relations and providing access 
to professional development opportunities and to serve the public relations profession by 
helping to develop highly-qualified, well-prepared professionals (http://www.prsa.org).   
The world’s largest professional organization for public relations practitioners, 
PRSA offers many benefits to its members, including in-service seminars and research on 
crisis communications.  Though PRSA’s student affiliate, PRSSA, offers pre-service 
benefits to university public relations students, this student affiliate of PRSA does not 
focus on crisis communications. However, the organization does acknowledge the need 
for crisis communications services to university students.  In fact, Christina Darnowski, 
Manager of Professional Resources and Christopher Tearno, Assistant Education 
Program Director both said, “[Jami], you are on to something,” regarding my study of 
universities with crisis communications components in their public relations programs.   
 
Summary and Conclusion 
This chapter, which provided an overview of public relations history, focused on 
research regarding public relations and crisis communications and included the teaching 
of public relations, crisis management in the real world, and the Public Relations Society 
of America (PRSA).   While depicting the public relations profession as being prevalent 
in the history of our country’s government, business and societal arenas, the historical 
perspective provided background on the public relations profession.  The section on the 
teaching of public relations focused on how public relations students at universities 
offering baccalaureate programs are being prepared for the public relations profession.  
While the section on crisis management in the real world provided examples of crisis 
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communications situations as well as recommended steps for public relations 
professionals to take in response to crises, the final section on PRSA provided an 
overview of the world’s largest professional organization for public relations 
practitioners. 
This literature review revealed that throughout history, organizations have 
experienced crises and have solicited public relations professionals to assist in 
communicating to their audiences during these negative times. In addition, this chapter 
highlighted the importance of public relations graduates being prepared to handle crisis 
situations once they enter their professions.  Though PRSA has an established program to 
prepare public relations professionals for crisis situations once they are working in their 
professions, there is little literature on university public relations programs preparing 
undergraduate students for similar situations. 
 The next chapter discusses the method used in this study of how universities in 
the West South Central states that offer baccalaureate programs in public relations, are 







 This chapter focuses on the methodology of the study.   There are five sections in 
the chapter: the research question, the methodology, the population and sample, the data 
collection, and the data analysis.  This study focuses on how universities in the West 
South Central states that offer baccalaureate programs in public relations, are preparing 
graduates to manage crisis communications situations once they enter their professions. 
This study is based on a pilot study conducted as part of a university qualitative 
research course during my doctoral program.  With the perspective that preparedness is 
essential for handling a crisis, I questioned whether universities in my home state of 
Oklahoma offered a crisis communications component to their public relations students.  
This question led to the pilot, which was launched following a review of the public 
relations programs at Oklahoma’s 21 public and private universities that offer 
baccalaureate degrees.  The review revealed that only two of the schools offered a crisis 
communications component in their public relations program.  In an age where 
organizational crises seem to be on the rise and with less than 10% of Oklahoma’s 
universities providing public relations students with a crisis communications component, 
the supply and demand for crisis communications expertise did not seem to be in sync.  
Instead, there seemed to be a disconnect between the crisis communications component 
at universities that offer public relations programs and the expectations of organizations 
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that hire public relations graduates.   Examples of organizational crises include an airline 
crash, a bank robbery, and a school shooting. 
 The pilot study provoked interest that there might be similar patterns throughout 
the United States.  Though research hasn’t been discovered regarding the inclusion of 
crisis management instruction at universities, further research of other states’ university 
public relations curriculum could add knowledge gained through the pilot study.  This 
study expands the research to one section of the country that incorporates the other three 
states in the West South Central region, which are Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas.   
 
Research Question 
This study attempts to answer the question, “How are universities in the West 
South Central states that offer baccalaureate programs in public relations, preparing 
graduates to manage crisis communications situations once they enter their professions?”   
In the following methodology section, the work related to the pilot study and this study 
will be presented.  
 
Methodology 
The pilot study used a multiple case methodology, and this study utilizes the same 
methodology.  A multiple case study was used to provide an answer for this study’s 
research question because it gives insight into how several universities are preparing 
public relations graduates for crisis communications situations.  It is important to 
understand the nature of the case study approach to research.  According to Schwandt 
(2001), case study research is defined as a strategy for doing social inquiry.  In case 
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study, the case is at center stage.  A case study strategy is often preferred when the 
inquirer seeks answers to how or why questions, when the inquirer has little control over 
events being studied, when the object of study is a contemporary phenomenon in a real-
life context, when boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not clear, and 
when it is desirable to use multiple sources of evidence (Schwandt, 2001). 
 An objective of case study research is to generate knowledge of the particular.  
Schwandt (2001) explains that case study seeks to discern and pursue understanding of 
issues intrinsic to the case.  He states, however, that cases can be chosen and studied 
because they are thought to be instrumentally useful in furthering the understanding of a 
particular problem, issue, and concept (Schwandt, 2001). 
 Merriam (1998) states the single most defining characteristic of case study 
research lies in delimiting the object of study, which is the case.  He views the case as a 
thing, a single entity, a unit around which there are boundaries so that the researcher can 
“fence in” what he plans to study.  The bounded system, or case, may be chosen because 
it is derived from a concern, issue, or hypothesis.  For instance, Merriam suggests a case 
could be a program; a specific policy; a person such as a student, a teacher, or a principal; 
or a group such as a class, a school, or a community. 
 According to Merriam (1998) multiple case studies involve collecting and 
analyzing data from several cases.  A qualitative, inductive, multi-case study seeks to 
build abstractions across cases.  The researcher attempts to build a general explanation 
that fits each of the individual cases, even though the cases will vary in their details.  The 
researcher also attempts to see processes and outcomes that occur across many cases, to 
understand how they are qualified by local conditions, and thus develop more 
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sophisticated descriptions and more powerful explanations.  Merriam (1998) advises that 
the researcher must look carefully at the complex configuration of processes within each 
case, understand the local dynamics, before beginning to see patterns of variables that 
transcends particular cases.   
 Though the multiple case study for the pilot examined Oklahoma universities, this 
study used the same methodology to examine universities in the four states in the West 
South Central region of the United States.  Where the case study examines the bounded 
system, content analysis was used to identify the bounded system. 
 
Population and Sample 
Content analysis was used in the pilot and this study to identify the population and 
sample.  It is important to understand the nature of content analysis.  According to 
Fraenkel and Wallen (2000) content analysis is a method that permits researchers to study 
human behavior without being directly involved with people or situations through an 
analysis of their communications.  The contents of any type of communication can be 
analyzed.  Examples of this analysis, which usually is in the form of written 
communications, includes textbooks, essays, newspapers, novels, magazine articles, 
cookbooks, songs, political speeches, advertisements, and photographs.  Non-written 
examples of content analysis include films, folk songs, and ancient pottery.  A person or 
group’s conscious and unconscious beliefs, attitudes, values, and ideas often are revealed 
in their communication (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2000).   
 Five steps were taken to identify the population and sample for the pilot and this 
study.   Whereas the first step in the pilot was to identify universities in Oklahoma that 
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offer baccalaureate degrees, the first step in this study was to identify the universities in 
the four West South Central states that offer baccalaureate degrees.  These schools were 
located by going on-line to the World Wide Web page: http://www.50states.com/college.
This web site provides the names of America’s universities in each state.  
Steps two through five were consistent in identifying the population and sample 
for the pilot and this study. The second step was to go directly to the web sites of each 
university that offered baccalaureate degrees to identify the schools that had public 
relations programs.  The third step was to review the universities’ public relations 
curriculum and determine which schools offered crisis communications components in 
their public relations programs.   The fourth step was to print the public relations course 
descriptions for the schools that displayed their course descriptions on-line.  The fifth 
step was to order course description catalogues for the schools that didn’t display their 
public relations course descriptions on-line and for the schools that offered a crisis 
communications component.    
Table 1 presents the content analysis for the four states in the West South Central 
region of the United States that offer a public relations program and a crisis 




America’s West South Central States 
 










Arkansas 14 11 0 
Louisiana 16 13 2 
Oklahoma 21 19 2 
Texas 51 42 5 
TOTAL 102 85 9 
As illustrated in Table 1, of the 102 universities reviewed in this study, 85 offer 
public relations coursework, yet only nine offer a crisis communications component.  Of 
this West South Central region, the breakdown in states that offer a crisis 
communications component follows: Arkansas had no schools, Louisiana had two 
schools, Oklahoma had two schools, and Texas had five schools.   
Like the pilot, this study included two universities for each state.  Since Texas had 
five universities that had a crisis communications component in their program, purposeful 
selection was used to identify two universities for the study. The criterion for purposeful 
selection in Texas was the two schools that offered the most crisis communications 
instruction. As indicated in Table 1, since Arkansas did not offer a crisis communications 
component to its public relations students, only three states, with two schools each, were 
included in this study.  Therefore, the participants for this study included six schools. As 
with the pilot, in this study one professor from each school was asked to participate.  The 
pilot included three graduates from each school.  This study included two graduates from 
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each school.  In total, there were six professors (one from each school) and 12 former 
students (two from each school).   
As with the pilot, in this study, the professors who taught crisis communications 
at the selected universities were asked to participate.  If a university had more than one 
professor teaching crisis communications, the professor who offered the most crisis 
communications instruction or had the greatest emphasis in public relations instruction, 
was the participant from that school.   
Each professor was asked to recommend two former students from his/her crisis 
communications classes that graduated three-to-five years ago and were working in the 
public relations industry.  The purpose for this graduation timeline was so these former 
students would be well into their profession and had time to apply their crisis 
communications instruction, but not too far into their careers so they could still recall 
their instruction. 
The proposal for this study indicated if a professor declined to participate in the 
study and there were no other professors who taught crisis communications at that 
university, the public relations department chairman would be invited to participate 
instead.  If he/she declined, the university would be removed from the study.  If a former 
student declined to participate in the study, the professor would be asked to provide 
another name.  All six professors and 12 former students agreed to participate in the 
study. 
To offer anonymity in this study for the two schools from each of the three states 
that offer a crisis communications component in their public relations program, from here 
forward, the universities will be referred to as University Red, University White, 
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University Blue, University Green, University Yellow, and University Orange.  The 
instructors will be called Professor Red, Professor White, Professor Blue, Professor 
Green, Professor Yellow, and Professor Orange.  In addition, the college graduates will 
be referred to as Red Graduate I, II; White Graduate I, II; Blue Graduate I, II; Green 
Graduate I., II; Yellow Graduate I, II; and Orange Graduate I, II. 
 
Data Collection 
As previously indicated, this study was an expansion of the pilot.  The study 
expanded Oklahoma to the other states in the West South Central region that offer crisis 
communications as part of their public relations program.  Though the West South 
Central region includes Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas, Arkansas was 
omitted from the study since the state did not offer a crisis communications component to 
its public relations students.  In this study, as in the pilot, content analysis was used to 
identify the sample.  However, purposeful selection was used to identify two of the five 
Texas schools for this study.   
A multiple case study approach was used for this study.  The primary data sources 
were interviews with the six professors and 12 former students.  The professors were 
contacted, the purpose of the study was explained, and the professors were asked to 
participate.  Once the professors agreed to participate in the study, a mutually agreed 
upon time and location was established, and the interviews were conducted in person.   
The professors were asked to sign an informed consent, which explained the study and 
authorized information to be released and included in this study in a confidential format.  
The professors were asked to authorize the conversations to be tape recorded so that the 
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data could be accurately transcribed.  The professors were asked the same 15 questions 
regarding the crisis communications component of their public relations programs, 
beginning with their professional background information (Appendix A).  They were 
asked to provide crisis communications course descriptions, as well as syllabi, textbooks, 
and class assignments, which would confirm the primary data sources.   
During the meetings with the professors, they were asked to provide two names of 
former students who had taken their crisis communications courses, graduated and were 
working in the public relations profession.  These graduates were contacted, the study 
was explained, and they were asked if they were willing to be interviewed. Once the 
graduates agreed to participate in the study, a mutually agreed upon time and in most 
cases, location was established, and the interviews were conducted.   The students were 
asked to sign an informed consent, which explained the study and authorized information 
to be released and included in this study in a confidential format.  The 12 graduates gave 
permission for the conversations to be tape recorded so that the data could be accurately 
transcribed.  The graduates were asked the same 15 questions regarding their responses to 
the crisis communications component of their public relations programs (Appendix B).  
In-person interviews were conducted with three of the graduates.  Nine interviews were 
conducted over the telephone.  Though some of the interviews were conducted in-person 
and some over the telephone, all of the interviews were tape-recorded. Once the 
interviews were concluded, the tapes were transcribed by the researcher. Other data 
sources gathered included field notes and artifacts. The primary data sources for this 
study were interviews with the professors and students.  The supporting data sources 
were artifacts, which include crisis communications course descriptions, syllabi, 
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textbooks, class assignments, and field notes.  As illustrated in Figure 1, this triangulation 
of one professor, two students, and several artifacts were considered a separate data set 
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 According to Merriam (1998) data analysis is the process of making sense out of 
the data.  Merriam said: 
Making sense out of data involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what 
people have said and what the researcher has seen and read – it is the process of 
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making meaning.  Data analysis is a complex process that involves moving back 
and forth between concrete bits of data and abstract concepts, between inductive 
and deductive reasoning, between description and interpretation. (p. 178) 
Merriam (1998) stated that a case study is an intensive, holistic description and  
analysis of a single, bounded unit, and that conveying an understanding of the case is the 
paramount consideration in analyzing data. He said, “In case studies, communicating 
understanding—the goal of the data analysis—is linked to the fact that data have usually 
been derived from interviews, field observations, and documents” (p. 193). 
 As with the pilot study, this study’s primary data sources were interviews with 
professors and graduates.  Specifically, this study included six professors and 12 
graduates from universities in the West South Central region of the United States that 
offer a crisis communications component to their public relations students.  
Common themes and patterns regarding the professors’ crisis communications 
components were reviewed and coded.  The coding consisted of designating the 
information collected into various categories that developed during the interviews.  
Recurring words and phrases were identified and categorized so that they could be easily 
retrieved for the analysis and write-up of the findings.  Through coding, common themes 
and patterns regarding the graduates’ responses to the professors’ instruction were 
reviewed.   
A follow-up with field notes and a review of the artifacts offered support to the 
interviews.  Field notes consisted of on-site observations of the professors and graduates, 
the words they consistently used and their office environments.  Verbal descriptions of 
the setting, the people, and the activities as well as direct quotations and summaries of 
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what the participants said were included in the field notes.   Provided by the professors, 
the artifacts included the syllabi, textbooks, and class assignments.  These artifacts 
provided insight because these tangible instructional tools allowed an opportunity for 
contrast and comparison of the professors’ crisis communications components.   
As illustrated in Figure 2, the data for the individual cases, the six universities, 
were individually coded and separated into primary and secondary themes.  Then, as 
depicted in Figure 3, the data for all six universities was analyzed and reported as primary 
and secondary themes. The common themes, revealed in Figure 3, were used to answer 
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The next chapter focuses on the findings of this study of how universities in the 
West South Central states that offer baccalaureate programs in public relations, are 








This study examines the question, “How are universities in the West South 
Central states that offer baccalaureate programs in public relations, preparing graduates to 
manage crisis communications situations once they enter their professions?”   This 
chapter focuses on the results of this study.  There are three sections in the chapter:  
1) summary of the study, 2) descriptive information and common themes for each of the 
six cases, and 3) common themes between and among the six cases.  The three data 
sources for this study include the interviews with six college professors who incorporate 
crisis communications in their classes, the two graduates from each of the six 
universities, and the artifacts such as course descriptions, course syllabi, class 
assignments, and textbooks from each university. 
 
Summary of the Study 
This multiple case study examines the research question.  A multiple case study 
was used because it provided insight into how several universities were preparing 
baccalaureate public relations graduates for crisis communications situations. The West 
South Central region, which includes Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas, was 
included in this study.  During the content analysis phase of this study, the findings 
showed that no universities in Arkansas offered a crisis communications component to 
their public relations students; so Arkansas was omitted from the study.  
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After identifying two universities from Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas, that 
offered a crisis communications component in their public relations programs, the study 
focused on one professor and two graduates from each institution.  These six professors 
and 12 graduates were the primary data sources for this study.  The professors were 
selected because they taught crisis communications at their universities.  These professors 
provided names of former students from their crisis communications classes that 
graduated three-to-five years ago and were working in the public relations industry.  The 
purpose for this graduation timeline was so these former students would be well into their 
profession and had time to apply their crisis communications instruction, but not too far 
into their careers so they could still recall their instruction.  
The interviews with the professors were conducted in person and the interviews 
with the graduates were conducted over the telephone.  All of the interviews were tape-
recorded and the tapes were transcribed.  With the primary two data sources being the 
interviews with the professors and graduates, the supporting data sources were artifacts, 
which include crisis communications course descriptions, syllabi, textbooks, class 
assignments, and field notes.  As illustrated in Figure 1, this triangulation of the data from 
one professor, two graduates, and several artifacts were considered a separate data set for 
each of the six universities.  This triangulation of information from these three sources 
provided the data for this study.  
To offer anonymity in this study for the two schools from each of the three states 
that offer a crisis communications component in their public relations programs, the 
universities are referred to as University Red, University White, University Blue, 
University Green, University Yellow, and University Orange.  The instructors are called 
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Professor Red, Professor White, Professor Blue, Professor Green, Professor Yellow, and 
Professor Orange.  In addition, the college graduates are referred to as Red Graduate I, II; 
White Graduate I, II; Blue Graduate I, II; Green Graduate I., II; Yellow Graduate I, II; 
and Orange Graduate I, II. 
 
Descriptive Information and Common Themes for Each of the Six Cases 
This section includes descriptive information and common themes for each of the 
six cases.  The descriptive information provides the reader with insights regarding the 
university, the professor, and the two graduates for each site.  The common themes for 
each case are based on the interview of the professor, the interviews of the two students, 
and the artifacts for each university. 
 
University Red  
University Red is a private religious university located in a large city.   The 
university has an enrollment of 3,800 students, 51 percent of who are undergraduate and 
49 percent of who are graduate.  Ninety-eight percent of the faculty members hold 
doctorate degrees.  The student-faculty ratio is 12-to-1.  The university offers degrees 
from eight colleges.  University Red’s public relations program is located in the Mass 




As a Professor of Mass Communications, Professor Red has taught at University 
Red for 30 years.   She is the sponsor of the university’s student organization, Public 
Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA).  She is also the sponsor of an extra-
curricular organization for public relations students who work together and assist 
community non-profit organizations with their communications needs.  Professor Red 
teaches all three courses that involve crisis communications.  The interview with 
Professor Red began with a casual conversation about Asia because she was preparing to 
travel there in the near future to teach a public relations course.  Though she was 
extremely busy completing the spring semester and preparing for her trip, she spent more 
than an hour answering questions and did not hurry through the interview.  She was 
warm, candid, and insightful. 
Professor Red provided the names of three graduates, who were all interviewed 
for the pilot study.  Two of these interviews were used for this study.  These two 
graduates were selected because they were available to answer follow-up questions and 
the third graduate was not available.  Both of these Red Graduates worked for public 
relations firms.     
 
Red Graduate I 
Red Graduate I holds the position of Junior Account Representative for a public 
relations firm in a large city.  She supports a government agency and provides 
relationship education workshops for the state to enhance relationships in families. 
Though Red Graduate I was working in an entry-level position, she was able to provide 
54
insight into crisis communications because she had already witnessed controversy with 
the media criticizing her organization for blending religion with government.  She 
graduated from University Red in 2002 with a major in Mass Communications and a 
focus on Public Relations.  The interview with Red Graduate I was upbeat and positive.  
Since it was one of the three graduate interviews that took place in person, there was an 
opportunity to have a relaxed and lengthy conversation. 
 
Red Graduate II 
Red Graduate II works as an Account Executive for a public relations firm.  She 
manages employees in two large cities in two states and is increasing her responsibilities 
at the firm.  She graduated from University Red in 2000 with a major in Mass 
Communications and a focus on public relations.  The interview with Red Graduate II 
was held in person and though she worked for a different public relations firm, the 
interview took place in the same office building as Red Graduate I.   Even though one of 
her client’s restaurant’s had just experienced a robbery at gunpoint that week and she was 
busy preparing for a business trip to the second city, Red Graduate II was composed and 
informative during the interview.  In fact, she said that due to the recent robbery and her 
dealings with the media, crisis communications was very much on her mind. 
 
Common Themes for University Red 
The data from the six individual cases, which includes professor and graduate 
interviews as well as artifacts such as course syllabi, textbooks, and class assignments, 
were collected and analyzed for common themes.  As illustrated in Figure 2, the data for 
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each of the six universities was individually coded and broken down into primary and 
secondary themes.  Representing one of the six individual cases, University Red’s crisis 
communications component was reviewed and common themes surfaced from interviews 
with the professor and two graduates as well as course artifacts.  In fact, five themes 
emerged between Professor Red and the two Red Graduates.  The common themes 
included positioning instruction as a real life experience, using case studies as 
instructional tools, teamwork as an instructional tool, developing a crisis communications 
plan, and managing the media. 
For instance, Professor Red, who defines a crisis as anything that threatens an 
organization’s reputation or public trust, emphasized the importance of having a public 
relations plan and being proactive with the media.  “I tell my students that when they 
begin a new job, one of the first things they should do is develop a plan of action in case 
a crisis situation arises,” said Professor Red.  “The plan may not fit the actual crisis when 
one occurs but it can quickly be adjusted to do so.”  She continued, “The media needs to 
know that the public relations person is in charge and on top of the situation.”  Red 
Graduate I supported the importance of having a plan as well as working with the media.  
“The most valuable lesson I learned in college was to constantly communicate with the 
media because they are the gatekeepers and if you work with them they will do their best 
to give you objective coverage of the story,” said Red Graduate I.  “However, if you’re 
against them, they will pick up on it right away and automatically work against you.”  
Red Graduate II said, “Knowing how to handle the media is key to successful crisis 
communications management.”   
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University Red participants agreed that outside class assignments such as learning 
to work in teams while in their university public relations program helped them in their 
careers.  “I learned to work as a team, which has helped me with my job because almost 
everything I do involves teamwork and group think,” said Red Graduate I.   “You see a 
lot of situations botched up because the corporations don’t have a crisis communications 
plan in place and/or there isn’t a person on board who has had crisis communications 
instruction or experience,” said Red Graduate II.  “They don’t have a crisis 
communications team in place.” 
Regarding teaching crisis communications, Professor Red mentioned the Tylenol 
case and the importance of positioning the instruction as a real life situation.  These two 
themes, case studies and real life instruction, were mentioned together by all three 
University Red participants.  “I teach crisis communications with real life case studies 
such as the Tylenol case,” said Professor Red.  “Case studies are effective and so is role 
playing and group discussions because students take on roles to pitch their hypothetical 
clients, then they break into groups to discuss the cases and how they were portrayed.”   
Red Graduate I mentioned case study instruction as well.  “The crisis communications 
courses had the greatest impact on me in college because we studied real life situations 
such as the Tylenol case,” said Red Graduate I.  “We partnered up and acted like we were 
responding to the media just like the Tylenol public relations people did 20 years ago, 
then we discussed and evaluated our performances with the hypothetical media in class.”  
Red Graduate II said, “A badly handled response to the media’s inquiry of a crisis can 
negatively affect the bottom line.  We talked about the timeless Tylenol crisis and how 
they handled the public relations situation correctly.”    
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University White  
University White is a private religious university located in a large city.   The 
university has an enrollment of 4,200 students, 67 percent of who are undergraduate and 
33 percent of who are graduate. Eighty-nine percent of the faculty members hold 
doctorate degrees.  The student-faculty ratio is 11-to-1.  The university offers degrees 
from four colleges.  University White’s public relations program is located in the Mass 
Communications Department, which is in the College of Arts and Sciences. 
 
Professor White 
An Associate Professor of Communications, Professor White has taught at 
University White for 19 years.  He previously chaired the department.  University White 
offers a crisis communications component through three of its courses.  Though Professor 
White developed all three of these courses in the curriculum, he is currently only teaching 
the primary crisis communications course.  The interview with Professor White was 
powerful because he is experienced in the art of persuasion and conflict management.  He 
provided examples of crises on all levels including the political, non-profit, and corporate 
arenas.  Professor White provided the names of three graduates, who were all interviewed 
for the pilot study.  Two of these interviews were used for this study.  These two 
graduates were selected because they were available to answer follow-up questions and 
the third graduate was not available.  Interestingly, both White Graduates are employed 
by computer companies. 
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White Graduate I 
White Graduate I works as a Public Relations Manager for a computer company 
in a large city.  The company measures computer software and hardware and tests clients’ 
computer products before they are released for sale to the public. The company’s clients 
are primarily located in Asia, Europe, and Latin America.  White Graduate I has been 
promoted very quickly in the company and manages 18 employees who are responsible 
for communications in the European region.   She graduated from University White in 
2000 with a major in Organizational Communications and a minor in Spanish.  The 
interview with White Graduate I was conducted over the telephone while she was driving 
a car to the airport to board an airplane for Europe.  It was impressive how prepared she 
was for the interview and how energized she was about the public relations profession.   
 
White Graduate II 
 White Graduate II is employed by a software company as well.  He is a 
Communications Coordinator in a large city and works with the sales and marketing 
teams to promote the company’s product.  White Graduate II graduated from University 
White in 2000 with a major in Organizational Communications and a minor in Business 
Management.  The interview took place in person over a cup of coffee at Barnes and 
Noble Bookstore on a snowy Friday evening.  Though we were both concerned about the 
driving conditions caused by the weather, we had a relaxed and insightful conversation. 
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Common Themes for University White 
University White’s crisis communications component was reviewed and five 
common themes arose from interviews with Professor White and the White Graduates. 
During their interviews, Professor White and both White Graduates mentioned three of 
the themes, which include crisis communications instruction, degree minors, and 
managing the media. The other two themes, which include college internships and role 
playing, were mentioned by the professor and only one of the graduates.  Professor 
White, who believes that crises are inevitable but that conflict can become opportunities 
if handled correctly, quoted John Dewey who said, “conflict is the gadfly of life.”  
Professor White and the two White Graduates mentioned that a crisis communications 
component is important to the university public relations curriculum.  “You cannot 
survive in this world without good communications skills,” said Professor White.  “I 
don’t understand a university that doesn’t offer crisis management as a required course in 
the mass communications curriculum.”  White Graduate I said, “My crisis 
communications instruction made me more analytical and better able to communicate in 
my career.”  White Graduate II agreed.  “My crisis communications instruction helped 
me to objectively list the wants and needs of both parties in conflict and find a 
commonality,” said White Graduate II.  “It’s only when you get out and work that you 
realize how important your instruction was at the time.”  
 Professor White also emphasized the importance of public relations students 
having a minor during college.  “I declared my major in Organizational Communications 
in my freshman year,” said White Graduate I.  “I realized it would be asset to have an 
understanding of another language so I declared my minor in Spanish during my junior 
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year.”  White Graduate II said, “My minor in Business Management has helped me better 
understand the financial end of my company and I feel more prepared to communicate to 
our internal and external audiences when a crisis occurs.”    
 Managing the media during a crisis was also an important topic to Professor 
White, who believes that when responding to the media, public relations professionals 
must be honest.  “You have to stay in control of the media, who have the questions but 
you have the answers, which is knowledge,” said Professor White.  “I teach my students 
to tell reporters to not ask for a conclusion that they can’t draw.”   White Graduate I 
added, “You need to be open and up front when talking to the media.”  White Graduate II 
said, “The media is always going to be on hand after a disaster and they are typically 
looking for blood.” 
 Professor White stressed the value of students having an internship during college 
so that they are better equipped for the real world.  “Students need to experience an actual 
crisis so that they can feel the heat and uncertainty that comes with conflict 
management,” said Professor White.  “We have an active internship program that fulfills 
this need.”  White Graduate I had an internship with a domestic violence intervention 
service and then with a personnel company, which led to a full-time job after graduation.  
“As an intern, I wrote a lot of press releases and newsletter articles, which was a great 
experience,” said White Graduate I.  “I think internships should be required in college 
because they help students get jobs.”  
 In-class assignments also surfaced with the University White participants.  In-
class assignments such as role playing and case studies are key aspects of a crisis 
communications component according to Professor White and both White Graduates.  “I 
61
use role playing to make case studies more realistic to students,” said Professor White.  “I 
remember role playing and case studies in college,” said White Graduate I.  “My 
professor had some interesting real life stories that stood out, like the Tylenol case 
study.”  White Graduate II remembers small group discussions when studying cases.  
“The professor gave a lot of real life examples about businesses in conflict,” said White 
Graduate II.  “He especially gave examples of crises in the Asian culture, which I use a 
lot today because my company has Asian customers in the manufacturing business.” 
 
University Blue  
University Blue is a private religious university located in a large city.   The 
university has an enrollment of 5,500 students, 64 percent of who are undergraduate and 
36 percent of who are graduate.  Eighty-nine percent of the faculty members hold 
doctorate degrees.  The student-faculty ratio is 12-to-1.  The university offers degrees 
from five colleges.  University Blue’s public relations program is located in the 
Communications Department, which is in the College of Arts and Sciences. 
 
Professor Blue 
An Associate Professor of Communications and the head of the Public Relations 
Sequence, Professor Blue is also the faculty advisor for University Blue’s Public 
Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA) chapter.  She has taught at University 
Blue since 1990.  She taught at another university prior to that.  Professor Blue has taught 
all three of the public relations courses that focus on crisis communications, however, she 
is currently teaching the primary crisis communications course.  Initially, the interview 
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with Professor Blue was scheduled for only 45 minutes due to her busy schedule.  
However, she was warm, welcoming, and willing to provide valuable input for the study 
and wound up spending more than an hour in the interview.  Professor Blue provided the 
names of two graduates.  One worked for a local public relations firm and the other 
worked for an international corporation. 
 
Blue Graduate I 
Blue Graduate I is the Communications Manager for an international paper mill in 
a mid-size town.  She handles all internal and external communications for the mill, 
which has 800 employees.  In her position for the company, she focuses on internal 
communications as well as community contributions and donations.  She also manages 
media relations and crisis communications.  She graduated from University Blue in 2000, 
where she majored in Mass Communications with an emphasis in public relations.  The 
interview with Blue Graduate was conducted over the telephone and was very uplifting 
because she is so inspired by the public relations profession as well as her career in the 
paper mill industry. 
 
Blue Graduate II 
Blue Graduate II works in a large city and is a Public Relations Account 
Executive for a local public relations firm.  The firm focuses on public relations, 
marketing, advertising, and media buying.  With 30 employees, it is the second largest 
public relations firm in the city.  The agency focuses on social marketing, which includes 
social awareness campaigns like tobacco-free living and the “Keep [the state] Beautiful” 
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campaign, which was developed to keep people from littering.  Blue Graduate II 
graduated from University Blue in 2001 with a double major in Mass Communications 
and American Studies and a minor in History.  Conducted over the telephone, the 
interview was very beneficial because although she had only been working in her 
profession for four years, she had already been able to apply what she learned at her 
university regarding crisis communications. 
 
Common Themes for University Blue 
University Blue’s crisis communications component was reviewed and five 
common themes surfaced from interviews with Professor Blue and both Blue Graduates.  
These themes included managing the media, college internships, case study instruction, 
teamwork as an instructional tool, and the importance of ethics in the public relations 
profession. Professor Blue, who said that crises are what mold the perception of public 
relations, stressed the importance of being able to handle a crisis.  “Being able to work 
with the media is essential to a public relations professional’s success,” said Professor 
Blue.  “Any classroom experience that will help students to understand how to deal with 
a crisis and the media is important.”  Blue Graduate I supported the importance of 
working with the media.  “I remember from my college instruction that you always want 
to be open and cooperative with the media and authorities,” said Blue Graduate I.  “You 
always want to go to the media with an initial statement saying that you’re still 
investigating the situation.”  Blue Graduate II confirms her remembrance of media 
training.  “The most valuable lesson I learned in college was to tell the media the truth,” 
said Blue Graduate II.  
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 Internships at University Blue also were mentioned during the interviews with 
Professor Blue and both Blue Graduates.  “My alma mater is big on internships and 
networking with local professionals, which is a great experience because they provide 
real life situations,” said Blue Graduate I.  “I had an internship with a children’s museum 
and with two public relations firms and they taught me so much about the profession.”   
Blue Graduate II actually had an opportunity to implement a program during her 
internship.  “I had two internships, one of which was with a center for environmental 
communications, where I developed an environmental journalism workshop for high 
school students to teach them how to cover environmental issues.”    
Instructional tools also surfaced with the University Blue participants.  In 
mentioning her methods for teaching crisis communications, Professor Blue highlighted 
role playing, lecture, outside speakers, group discussions, and case studies as being most 
effective with students.  “I liked reviewing case studies because the professor showed us 
video tapes of real life press conferences with the CEOs of the Exxon Valdez and Valu 
Jet and it showed us what not to do when talking to the media,” said Blue Graduate I.  
“When I got my job after college, one of my first assignments was to write a crisis plan 
and I referred back to my class materials and textbooks to develop the plan.”  Blue 
Graduate II also remembers her class instruction.  “Of the things I remember in college, I 
recall the case studies the most because they were valuable to refer to when I began 
working,” said Blue Graduate II.  “I remember how everyone in class would present case 
studies and we would all learn from each other, which is an effective way to teach to 
teach crisis communications.”  Blue Graduate II’s recollection of her classroom 
instruction was supported by the course syllabus, which stressed the importance of 
65
developing a crisis communications plan as well as the significance of reviewing case 
studies. 
 In reference to group work as an instruction tool, Professor Blue and both Blue 
Graduates mentioned the effectiveness of working in teams.  “Sometimes I divide the 
class into groups and give them a class period or two and have them work in groups as a 
team on a crisis situation,” said Professor Blue.  “Students need to learn to work in teams 
because when they graduate and start working in their professions and a real crisis 
happens, they’ll be forced to work in teams to get through the crisis.”  Blue Graduate I 
said, “My university’s public relations program emphasized group work such as the 
student organization that helped non-profit groups as well as PRSSA’s Bateman Team, 
which was a group competition in dealing with a crisis situation.”  Also mentioning the 
value of teamwork, Blue Graduate II said, “I loved working on the Bateman Team 
because I learned something very useful for my career, I received college credit hours for 
it, and when we won a national award for our crisis campaign, it looked good on my 
resume.” 
 Ethics was also highlighted with Professor Blue and both Blue Graduates.  Blue 
Graduate I said, “The Bateman challenge this year was to develop a campaign around 
ethics, specifically promoting ethics on college campuses, and my alma mater placed in 
the top three of this nationwide competition.”   Stating that she thought ethics was a topic 
discussed in all of her public relations courses because it was a religious university, Blue 
Graduate II said, “Every student at the university was required to take an ethics course 
called ‘Making Moral Decisions,’ which I thought was an interesting name.  To make it 
all of this way to college, students surely have an idea of how to make a moral decision 
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or they wouldn’t have been able to come this far in life.”  She went on to say, “Public 
relations and ethics work in conjunction.”  Professor Blue explains that the overall 
mission of University Blue’s public relations program incorporates ethics.  “Sometimes 
when students role play an unethical solution in response to a crisis situation, I tell them 
that while their solution deals with the crisis at hand, they’re going to have another crisis 
because their solution is unethical.”     
 
University Green  
University Green is a state university located in a mid-size town.   The university 
has an enrollment of 31,000 students, 84 percent of who are undergraduate and 16 
percent of who are graduate.  Eighty-nine percent of the faculty members hold doctorate 
degrees.  The student-faculty ratio is 21-to-1.  The university offers degrees from 18 
colleges.  University Green’s public relations program is located in the Media and Public 
Affairs Department, which is in the Mass Communications College. 
 
Professor Green 
As a Professor of Mass Communications and Public Affairs at University Green, 
Professor Green has been an educator since 1976, but has only been a professor at 
University Green since 1994.  He teaches two of the three public relations courses related 
to crisis communications.  He is a leader in the Association for Education in Journalism 
and Mass Communications (AEJMC), which is an international organization for 
Journalism and Mass Communications professors.  In addition, he is published in one of 
the books cited in this study.   The interview with Professor Green lasted more than two 
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hours, which is the longest interview with a professor in this study.  Professor Green was 
relaxed and very willing to provide information. His wealth of knowledge added depth to 
the research.  Professor Green provided the names of two graduates for the study.  
However, these graduates did not meet the graduation timeline criterion, so Professor 
Green was asked to provide two additional names.  These next two graduates were 
interviewed for this study. 
 
Green Graduate I 
Green Graduate I works in a large city as a Sponsorship Coordinator for the 
state’s lottery.  She has been employed by this organization for two years.  In her position 
for the lottery, she manages event planning, promotions, and community relations.  She 
also handles internal events such as seminars.  Green Graduate I majored in Public 
Relations and graduated from University Green in 2001.  The interview with Green 
Graduate I was the shortest of all of the graduate interviews.  However, it was one of the 
most informative.  Her thoughts were purposeful and concise. 
 
Green Graduate II 
Green Graduate II works in a large city, as an Assistant Director of Media 
Relations in the Office of University Relations at a university.  She has held this position 
since 2001.  Her duties include writing press releases, pitching stories to the media, and 
handling crisis communications.  Green Graduate II graduated from University Green in 
2000 with a major in Public Relations. Though the interview with Green Graduate II was 
the last of 18 interviews for this study, the conversation was refreshing and inspiring 
68
because she was articulate and poised and had much information to offer regarding crisis 
communications.     
 
Common Themes for University Green 
During a review of the interviews with Professor Green and both Green 
Graduates, four common themes surfaced.  These themes included developing a crisis 
communications plan, case study instruction, college internships, and the importance of 
ethics in the public relations profession.  Professor Green, who believes that crises are not 
only challenges but are actually opportunities, emphasizes strategic thinking and public 
relations planning when teaching his crisis communications courses.  “Basic public 
relations principles such as being a strategic thinker, benefits public relations graduates in 
all aspects of their profession, especially when handling a crisis situation,” said Professor 
Green.  Green Graduate I agreed with the importance of planning for a crisis.  “In 
college, I learned to apply the thought-process of strategic planning, from being proactive 
when planning events, to being reactive when working with the media,” said Green 
Graduate I.  “One of the most beneficial things I learned in college was how to put 
together a public relations plan for a real client with an image problem,” said Green 
Graduate II.  “The professor divided our class into two groups and each group actually 
developed a crisis plan and presented it to the client.”  Green Graduate II said that this 
real life experience helped her understand how to work as a team, how to brainstorm 
creative ideas, and how to be professionally competitive. 
 Professor Green and both Green Graduates also spoke of case studies as an 
instructional tool for teaching crisis communications.  “Case studies encourage students 
69
to work in groups,” said Professor Green.  “We look at a case study in class, then I 
usually divide the students into groups so that they can discuss how they would vary the 
public relations input to improve the outcome of the case.”    Green Graduate I 
specifically remembers two case studies.  “We actually went through the process that 
Tylenol experienced with their scare,” said Green Graduate I.  “We also discussed the 
Pepsi scare when they found needles in their soft drink.”  Green Graduate II recalls her 
case study instruction as well.  “In the Tylenol case, the company could have been 
destroyed but instead, they became forerunners of their industry with their safety seals,” 
said Green Graduate II.  “They took a tremendously negative situation and turned lemons 
into lemonade.” 
 Another common theme with Professor Green and both Green Graduates was that 
they all supported internships during college.  “Our university doesn’t require internships 
but our students who have had internships believe they’re valuable and those who didn’t 
have them, wish they had,” said Professor Green.  “However, we encourage students to 
pick a minor that would benefit them such as the arts, science, business, or education, so 
if a student minors in science, he or she would be better qualified for a public relations 
job at a hospital.” Green Graduate I, who has an interest in political science, had an 
internship with a United States Senator while she was in college.  “My internship with the 
senator was a great real-life opportunity in dealing with crisis communications 
situations,” said Green Graduate I.  “It seemed like everyone who called the Senator’s 
office had a crisis and we had to deal with it.”  Green Graduate II had two internships in 
college.  “I had an internship in my school’s University Relations Department, which 
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lead to this job,” said Green Graduate II.  “It was wonderful because it gave me hands-on 
experience such as writing press releases.”  
Curriculum also surfaced with the University Green participants.  Professor 
Green, who stressed University Green’s public relations program incorporates ethics 
discussions in all of its classes, said they recently redesigned their curriculum to 
specifically build in ethics instruction.  “I believe some standards are cross-cultural such 
as human rights,” said Professor Green.  “For instance, I think cannibalism is ethically 
wrong and I’m not going to endorse it just because it’s an accepted practice in some 
cultures.”  Green Graduate I said, “I deal with ethical situations every day in my public 
relations job with the lottery, such as making sure that children are not involved.”   Green 
Graduate II, who said the first rule in public relations is to do no harm to your client and 
there is more opportunity for harm in a crisis situation, believes ethics is essential to 
being successful in the public relations profession.  “I’m encouraged that the Public 
Relations Society of America (PRSA) holds its members to high ethical standards.”   
 
University Yellow  
University Yellow is a state university located in a mid-size town.   The university 
has an enrollment of 50,000 students, 78 percent of who are undergraduate and 22 
percent of who are graduate.  The student-faculty ratio is 17-to-1.  The university offers 
degrees from 16 colleges.  University Yellow’s public relations program is located in the 




As a Senior Lecturer in the College of Communication, Professor Yellow has 
taught at University Yellow for ten years.  Professor Yellow said that according to U.S. 
News and World Report, University Yellow has one of the top ten public relations 
programs in the country.  Professor Yellow teaches one of the two crisis communications 
courses at University Yellow and he works full time in the public relations profession.  
The interview with Professor Yellow was very enlightening primarily because he has had 
so much practical experience.  He offered much input for the study.  Professor Yellow 
provided two names of graduates for this study, both of who were interviewed. 
 
Yellow Graduate I 
Yellow Graduate I works in a large city as a Communications Supervisor for the 
largest funeral home cemetery corporation in the nation.  She oversees two national 
community outreach programs.  She said that since it is such a large company, they have 
the resources to offer strong community programs.  The company has eight national 
community outreach programs, one of which is a replica of the Vietnam Wall and it 
travels across the country to about 20 cities a year.  Yellow Graduate I graduated from 
University Yellow in 2002 with a major in Public Relations.  The interview with Yellow 
Graduate I was interesting because she provided a perspective on an unusual public 
relations job.   
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Yellow Graduate II 
Yellow Graduate II works in the same large city as Yellow Graduate I as a Senior 
Account Supervisor for a public relations firm.  He manages nine accounts ranging from 
Fortune 1000 to smaller start-up companies.  He oversees budgets and supervises 
employees in client services.  Yellow Graduate II graduated from University Yellow in 
2000 with a major in Public Relations and a minor in Business.  The interview with 
Yellow Graduate II added value to this study because he provided a business angle to the 
public relations profession.  He was not hesitant to say the bottom line is most important 
in the business world, so it is important to public relations professionals as well. 
 
Common Themes for University Yellow 
Five common themes surfaced as a result of the interviews with Professor Yellow 
and both Yellow Graduates.  These themes included developing a crisis communications 
plan, case study instruction, college internships, the benefits of the Public Relations 
Society of America (PRSA), and the importance of ethics in the public relations 
profession.  Professor Yellow, who teaches students to be proactive and develop a crisis 
plan when they enter their professions, stresses to students the importance of knowing 
how to minimize the negative impact of a crisis as well as gaining control of the situation 
from a communications standpoint. “I think almost everything you do in public relations 
is a crisis, so crisis management prepares students to handle the real world and helps 
them with their own time management, which I think many students are lacking,” said 
Professor Yellow.   
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In positioning his instruction as real life, he uses case studies to do so.  “I start 
every class with a mini-crisis,” said Professor Yellow.  “I give students 4” x 6” cards and 
they have to write down their answers regarding what they would do about the crisis.”  
Referring to case study instruction, Yellow Graduate II said, “We reviewed case studies 
like September 11 and the Tylenol case and looked at scenarios that really took place on a 
day-to-day basis and that was very helpful.” 
Internships and student groups also surfaced with the University Yellow 
participants.  Emphasizing university internships, Professor Yellow said, “Our internship 
program is very strong and students are required to have at least one internship, which 
makes them more marketable when they graduate.”  Yellow Graduate II had several 
internships in college.  “I had internships with the March of Dimes, a construction firm, a 
computer company, and an advertising and marketing firm,” said Yellow Graduate II.  
“It’s important for public relations students to have internships because you need to show 
that you’ve had some practical experience when you graduate.”  Another student group 
that Professor Yellow and both Yellow Graduates agreed was beneficial was the Public 
Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA).  “I thought PRSSA was very beneficial 
during college,” said Yellow Graduate I.   
 Emphasizing that crisis management is about discipline and stressing that he 
teaches discipline in his classes, Professor Yellow said, “I have rules in my class because 
there are rules in life and students need to get used to following the rules.”  Professor 
Yellow believes that if a professor is teaching public relations properly, crisis 
communications should be a component in every public relations course.  “My crisis 
communications class was very team oriented so we worked in teams and that’s how you 
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work in the real world,” said Yellow Graduate II.  “You have to learn how to structure 
things and how to give orders and how to take orders.” 
 Regarding ethics, Professor Yellow stresses that ethics, like crisis 
communications, should be incorporated into every public relations course.  “If you’re 
not ethical, you shouldn’t be in the public relations profession,” said Professor Yellow.  
“I have never in my 40 years of public relations experience, lied to the media.”  Yellow 
Graduate I remembers her ethics instruction at University Yellow.  “We discussed that 
when we were looking for a job, to make sure the company was ethical and to not get into 
a situation we would regret,” said Yellow Graduate I.  “And, if we found ourselves in a 
situation where we were uncomfortable, we should not be afraid to tell the proper 
authorities.” 
 
University Orange  
University Orange is a private religious university located in a large city.  The 
university has an enrollment of 10,000 students, 62 percent of who are undergraduate and 
38 percent of who are graduate.  Eighty-four percent of the faculty members hold 
doctorate degrees.  The student-faculty ratio is 11-to-1.  The university offers degrees 
from seven colleges.  University Orange’s public relations program is located in the 





An assistant professor of Corporate Communications and Public Affairs, 
Professor Orange has taught at University Orange since 2001.  Before he held this 
position, he taught public relations at two other universities.  Prior to teaching, he gained 
extensive corporate communications experience in the airline industry.  Though there are 
several public relations courses that cover crisis communications at University Orange, 
there are three key public relations courses that specifically cover the topic and Professor 
Orange teaches the primary course.  However, he occasionally teaches all three of the 
courses. As with all of the interviews with the professors, the meeting with Professor 
Orange was conducted in person.  In fact, after the interview was scheduled, Professor 
Orange was notified that he would be moving his office the day of the interview.  Though 
it would have been understandable had he rescheduled the interview, it was impressive 
that he did not do so.  Even while in the process of moving his office, his demeanor was 
inviting, composed, and informative. 
Professor Orange was asked to provide the names of two graduates for this study.  
He responded to this request by asking four graduates to contact me so that I could decide 
which ones to participate.  The two who were chosen for the study were selected because 
they contacted me first.  However, all four graduates were qualified to participate in the 
study.  Interestingly, the two Orange Graduates in this study worked for the same national 
public relations firm, which is the second largest public relations firm in the United States 
(Seitel, 1998).  Though employed by the same firm, the two Orange Graduates work in 
different cities.    
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Orange Graduate I 
Orange Graduate I works in a large city.  The firm’s practice in this city includes 
corporate affairs, corporate communications, technology, and consumer lifestyles.  
Orange Graduate I works with a team of five fellow employees who focus on consumer 
lifestyle clients, who are primarily in the travel and tourism industry.  Her largest client is 
a major hotel, which is a convention hotel in this city.  The hotel chain also has eight 
resorts in the Caribbean and Orange Graduate I frequently works with the media on-site 
to promote her client.  She interned at the public relations firm where she is now 
employed during her junior and senior years in college and that internship enabled her to 
attain a full-time job at the firm. Orange Graduate I graduated from University Orange in 
2003 and was a Corporate Communications and Public Affairs major.  Her minor was 
Spanish, which she says has been beneficial because she frequently communicates with 
Spanish-speaking media and employees at her client’s resorts.  The interview with 
Orange Graduate I was refreshing and upbeat because she was so enthusiastic about her 
career, her crisis communications instruction, and the public relations industry in general.  
Even though I realized at the beginning of the interview that she had only been working 
for two years, which did not meet the graduation timeline, I continued with the interview 
anyway.  She provided valuable information for this study. 
 
Orange Graduate II 
Orange Graduate II works in a major eastern city and is employed by the same 
public relations firm as Orange Graduate I, however she focuses on pharmaceutical 
clients.   She represents her clients by working closely with the media, specifically being 
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proactive with them by coordinating media tours and pitching positive stories about her 
pharmaceutical clients to reporters.  Orange Graduate II said she has dealt with a lot of 
negative press this past year regarding the repercussions of Vioxx.  Though Vioxx was 
not her client, she said the deadly side affects of taking the medication affected the entire 
pharmaceutical industry.  Orange Graduate II has worked for the public relations firm for 
one year and prior to that, she worked for the largest public relations firm in the world 
(Seitel, 1998) for two years.  She graduated from University Orange in 2002 and majored 
in Corporate Communications and Public Affairs with a minor in Spanish.  Orange 
Graduate II said she doesn’t speak Spanish very often in her current position.  The 
interview with Orange Graduate II was held on a Friday evening.  After a stressful week 
at a demanding public relations firm in a major city, it was impressive that she not only 
consented to be interviewed but also was actually enthused about it. 
 
Common Themes for University Orange 
University Orange’s crisis communications component was reviewed and four 
common themes surfaced from interviews with Professor Orange and the two Orange 
Graduates. These themes included college internships, case study instruction, teamwork 
as an instructional tool, and the importance of ethics in the public relations profession. 
For instance, Professor Orange emphasized internships in the University Orange public 
relations curriculum and both Orange Graduates mentioned the importance of their 
internships and how their internships helped them get their first jobs.  “Some of the things 
that were really good and encouraged in college had real life applications like 
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internships,” said Orange Graduate II.  “I did an internship with [a major hockey team’s] 
public relations department and received college credit as well as hands-on experience.”     
In reference to teaching crisis communications, Professor Orange mentioned the 
importance of teamwork and group projects and both Orange Graduates mirrored his 
belief.  Professor Orange discussed the value of discussing case studies in class, 
specifically mentioning the Tylenol case study as a positive crisis communications case 
and the Exxon Valdez as a negative one. Interestingly, both Orange Graduates stressed 
the importance of case studies in learning how to handle a crisis and highlighted the 
Tylenol and Exxon Valdez cases.  “With all the courses throughout the University’s 
Public Relations Department, we were always taught with case studies, but we had a real 
life assignment as well and we had to develop our own campaign based on a real life 
crisis,” said Orange Graduate I.  “It’s one thing to teach something in theory, it’s another 
to have a real life client you can actually help and get a grade for it.”  Orange Graduate II 
mentioned case study instruction when she said, “Everyone remembers the Exxon Valdez 
case study, which is the principle of what went wrong and the Tylenol case study was 
what went right.”      
Concluding the interviews with the University Orange participants, the issue of 
ethics struck a cord with Professor Orange and both Orange Graduates.  All three 
participants said that ethics was taught throughout the entire public relations curriculum 
at University Orange.  Professor Orange said that he tells his students that all they really 
have in life is their credibility and once they lose that, “they’re cooked.”   Both Orange 
Graduates said that during their public relations instruction at University Orange, they 
learned if a company is not ethical, they will lose credibility and will probably never get 
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it back.  “I’ve had ethical situations come up with press trips because it can’t appear that I 
take the media on resort trips and in return, expect them to print positive articles about 
my client in their publications,” said Orange Graduate I. 
 
Common Themes Between and Among the Cases 
 
The previous section focused on the six individual cases included in this study.  
This section will focus on the multiple case study component of this study and will focus 
on the common themes between and among the six cases.  With common themes 
emerging for each of the six universities in this study, it is also interesting to review the 
common themes that surfaced among and between all of these universities.  As depicted 
in Figure 3, Chapter III, the data for all six universities will be analyzed and reported as 
primary and secondary themes.  In total, nine themes emerged from this study.  Of these 
nine themes, four were primary, four were secondary, and one was notable.  None of the 
themes that emerged in this study were mentioned by all 18 participants.  For this study, 
the primary themes are defined as themes mentioned by at least 12 of the 18 participants, 
which is 66 percent or more.  The secondary themes are defined as themes mentioned by 
six to 11 of the 18 participants, which is 33 to 65 percent.   The remaining notable theme 
in the study was mentioned by five participants, which is less than 33 percent.  
The common themes described in Figure 3 assisted in answering the research 
question for this study, which is “How are universities in the West South Central states 
that offer baccalaureate programs in public relations, preparing graduates to manage 





The primary themes of this study emerged into four areas of a crisis 
communications component, which include internships, case studies, managing the 
media, and ethics.  Sixteen of the 18 participants stated that college internships were 
beneficial.  All six professors and ten of the 12 graduates indicated college internships as 
a hands-on instructional tool. “Our internship program is very strong and students are 
required to have at least one internship, which makes them more marketable when they 
graduate,” said Professor Yellow.   “I worked for [event name] tennis tournament and not 
only helped plan the event, but helped promote it as well,” said Red Graduate I.  “This 
valuable experience enabled me to apply what I learned in college and gave me 
experience to get a full-time job.”  Professor Orange emphasized internships in the 
University Orange public relations curriculum and both Orange Graduates mentioned the 
importance of their internships and how their internships helped them get their first jobs.  
“Some of the things that were really good and encouraged in college had real life 
applications like internships,” said Orange Graduate II.  “I did an internship with [a major 
hockey team’s] public relations department and received college credit as well as hands-
on experience.”  Blue Graduate II said, “My alma mater is big on internships and 
networking with local professionals, which is a great experience because they provide 
real life situations.”  Professor White stressed the value of students having an internship 
during college so that they are better equipped for the real world.  “Students need to 
experience an actual crisis so that they can feel the heat and uncertainty that comes with 
conflict management,” said Professor White.  “We have an active internship program that 
fulfills this need.” 
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Of the 18 participants, 15 emphasized the importance of reviewing case studies as 
an instructional tool for teaching crisis communications.  Five professors and ten 
graduates agreed that case studies provided real-life experiences regarding crisis 
communications.  Professor Green and both Green Graduates spoke of case studies as an 
instructional tool for teaching crisis communications.  “Case studies encourage students 
to work in groups,” said Professor Green.  “We look at a case study in class, then I 
usually divide the students into groups so that they can discuss how they would vary the 
public relations input to improve the outcome of the case.” Blue Graduate II also 
remembers her case study instruction.  “Of the things I remember in college, I recall the 
case studies the most because they were valuable to refer to when I began working,” said 
Blue Graduate II.  “I remember how everyone in class would present case studies and we 
would all learn from each other, which is an effective way to teach crisis 
communications.”    
With the Tylenol case being highlighted by all 15 participants who mentioned 
case studies, Green Graduate II recalls her case study. “In the Tylenol case, the company 
could have been destroyed but instead, they became forerunners of their industry with 
their safety seals,” said Green Graduate II.  “They took a tremendously negative situation 
and turned lemons into lemonade.”  Referring to case study instruction, Yellow Graduate 
II said, “We reviewed case studies like September 11 and the Tylenol case and looked at 
scenarios that really took place on a day-to-day basis and that was very helpful.”  Red 
Graduate I also emphasized the importance of case study instruction. “The crisis 
communications courses had the greatest impact on me in college because we studied real 
life situations such as the Tylenol case,” said Red Graduate I. 
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 Fourteen of the 18 participants in the study believed that it was essential to know 
how to work effectively with the media during a time of crisis.  Five of the professors and 
nine of the graduates agreed that media relations training is a key component to crisis 
communications.  Professor Blue, who said that crises are what mold the perception of 
public relations, stressed the importance of being able to handle a crisis.  “Being able to 
work with the media is essential to a public relations professional’s success,” said 
Professor Blue.  “Any classroom experience that will help students to understand how to 
deal with a crisis and the media is important.”   Managing the media during a crisis was 
also an important topic to Professor White, who believes that when responding to the 
media, public relations professionals must be honest.  “You have to stay in control of the 
media, who have the questions but you have the answers, which is knowledge,” said 
Professor White.  “I teach my students to tell reporters to not ask for a conclusion that 
they can’t draw.” White Graduate II said, “The media is always going to be on hand after 
a disaster and they are typically looking for blood.”  Red Graduate I supported this 
sentiment.  “The most valuable lesson I learned in college was to constantly communicate 
with the media because they are the gatekeepers and if you work with them they will do 
their best to give you objective coverage of the story,” said Red Graduate I.  “However, if 
you’re against them, they will pick up on it right away and automatically work against 
you.” 
Thirteen of the 18 participants stressed the importance of ethical behavior in the 
public relations profession.  Five professors and eight graduates mentioned the 
importance of ethics during their interviews.  The issue of ethics struck a cord with 
Professor Orange and both Orange Graduates.  All three participants said that ethics was 
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taught throughout the entire public relations curriculum at University Orange.  Professor 
Orange said that he tells his students that all they really have in life is their credibility and 
once they lose that, “they’re cooked.”   Both Orange Graduates said that during their 
public relations instruction at University Orange, they learned if a company is not ethical, 
they will lose credibility and will probably never get it back.  The professors in this study 
were most expressive about ethics.  Professor Yellow stressed that ethics, like crisis 
communications, should be incorporated into every public relations course.  “If you’re 
not ethical, you shouldn’t be in the public relations profession,” said Professor Yellow.  
“I have never in my 40 years of public relations experience, lied to the media.”  Professor 
Blue explained that the overall mission of University Blue’s public relations program 
incorporates ethics.  “Sometimes when students role play an unethical solution in 
response to a crisis situation, I tell them that while their solution deals with the crisis at 
hand, they’re going to have another crisis because their solution is unethical.”     
 
Secondary Themes 
The secondary themes of this study emerged into another four areas of the crisis 
communications component.  The four themes include teamwork, public relations 
strategic planning, the Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA), and role 
playing.  Of the 18 participants, ten emphasized the importance of including teamwork as 
an instructional tool for teaching crisis communications.  Three professors and seven 
graduates agreed that teamwork should be included in the public relations program 
because they have discovered its importance in the workplace.  Professor Blue and both 
Blue Graduates mentioned the effectiveness of working in teams.  “Sometimes I divide 
84
the class into groups and give them a class period or two and have them work in groups 
as a team on a crisis situation,” said Professor Blue.  “Students need to learn to work in 
teams because when they graduate and start working in their professions and a real crisis 
happens, they’ll be forced to work in teams to get through the crisis.” Yellow Graduate II 
agrees with the benefit of learning to work in teams.  “My crisis communications class 
was very team oriented so we worked in teams and that’s how you work in the real 
world,” said Yellow Graduate II.  “You have to learn how to structure things and how to 
give orders and how to take orders.” 
Nine of the 18 participants stated the importance of learning how to develop a  
public relations strategic plan.  Three professors and six graduates expressed the need for 
public relations planning.  Professor Red, who defines a crisis as anything that threatens 
an organization’s reputation or public trust, emphasized the importance of having a 
public relations plan and being proactive with the media.  “I tell my students that when 
they begin a new job, one of the first things they should do is develop a plan of action in 
case a crisis situation arises,” said Professor Red.  “The plan may not fit the actual crisis 
when one occurs but it can quickly be adjusted to do so.”  Red Graduate II agrees with 
the need for a plan.  “You see a lot of situations botched up because the corporations 
don’t have a crisis communications plan in place and/or there isn’t a person on board who 
has had crisis communications instruction or experience,” said Red Graduate II.  “They 
don’t have a crisis communications team in place.”    
Professor Green, who believes that crises are not only challenges but are actually 
opportunities, emphasizes strategic thinking and public relations planning when teaching 
his crisis communications courses.  “Basic public relations principles such as being a 
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strategic thinker, benefits public relations graduates in all aspects of their profession, 
especially when handling a crisis situation,” said Professor Green.  Green Graduate I 
agreed with the importance of planning for a crisis.  “In college, I learned to apply the 
thought-process of strategic planning, from being proactive when planning events, to 
being reactive when working with the media,” said Green Graduate I.  “When I got my 
job after college, one of my first assignments was to write a crisis plan and I referred 
back to my class materials and textbooks to develop the plan,” said Blue Graduate I. 
Of the 18 participants, eight emphasized the benefits of participating in the 
student organization, Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA).  Three 
professors and five graduates agreed that PRSSA was a beneficial organization for public 
relations students.  Blue Graduate I said, “My university’s public relations program 
emphasized group work such as the student organization that helped non-profit groups as 
well as PRSSA’s Bateman Team, which was a group competition in dealing with a crisis 
situation.”  Also mentioning the value of PRSSA, Blue Graduate II said, “I loved 
working on the Bateman Team because I learned something very useful for my career, I 
received college credit hours for it, and when we won a national award for our crisis 
campaign, it looked good on my resume.” Yellow Graduate I said, “I thought PRSSA 
was very beneficial during college.”    
Of the 18 participants, six emphasized the importance of role playing as an 
instructional tool for teaching crisis communications.  Three professors and three 
graduates agreed that role playing should be included in the university public relations 
program.  Referring to role playing the Tylenol case, Red Graduate I said, “We partnered 
up and acted like we were responding to the media just like the Tylenol public relations 
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people did 20 years ago, then we discussed and evaluated our performances with the 
hypothetical media in class.”   Using role playing as an instructional tool, Professor 
White said, “I use role playing to make case studies more realistic to students.”  
Remembering her role playing the Tylenol case, White Graduate I said, “I remember role 
playing and case studies in college.”   
 
Notable Theme 
 One other theme emerged following the secondary themes.  It includes the benefit 
of having a minor with the major degree.  Of the 18 participants, five mentioned that 
having a minor degree was beneficial for a public relations professional.  One professor 
and four graduates agreed that this was important.  “I declared my major in 
Organizational Communications in my freshman year,” said White Graduate I.  “I 
realized it would be an asset to have an understanding of another language so I declared 
my minor in Spanish during my junior year.”  White Graduate II said, “My minor in 
Business Management has helped me better understand the financial end of my company 
and I feel more prepared to communicate to our internal and external audiences when a 
crisis occurs.”   Graduating with a major in Corporate Communications and Public 
Affairs, Orange Graduate I’s minor was Spanish. “My minor has been beneficial because 
I frequently communicate with Spanish-speaking media and employees at my client’s 
resorts,” said Orange Graduate I. 
The next chapter provides a summary of findings, conclusions and 
recommendations for this study of how universities in the West South Central states that 
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offer baccalaureate programs in public relations, are preparing graduates to manage crisis 
communications situations once they enter their professions. 
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CHAPTER V 
Summary of Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Introduction 
This chapter provides a summary of findings, conclusions and recommendations 
for this study.  The study examined how universities in the West South Central states that 
offer baccalaureate programs in public relations prepare graduates to manage crisis 
communications situations once they enter their professions. 
 
Summary of Findings 
 
Background, Need for Study, Population and Methodology 
 
Public relations professionals must be able to appropriately respond to a crisis on 
behalf of their organization.  With the growing demand for public relations professionals 
to take a lead role in managing crisis situations, it is essential for universities to respond 
to this demand by preparing public relations students when they enter the public relations 
field for real world experiences.  In response to this issue, a pilot study was conducted 
comparing Oklahoma’s university public relations programs and it was discovered that 
only two of the 21 universities actually offered a crisis communications component.  
With organizational crises on the rise and with less than 10% of Oklahoma’s universities 
providing undergraduate public relations students with a crisis communications 
component, the need for crisis communications expertise outweighs the response. This 
pilot study examined the procedures Oklahoma universities used when teaching crisis 
communications and reviewed students’ responses to the instruction. 
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The pilot provoked interest that there might be similar patterns throughout the 
United States, so the pilot study was expanded to the other three states in the West South 
Central region—Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas.  To identify the population and sample, 
content analysis was used by going on-line to the World Wide Web to find the 
universities in these states that offer baccalaureate degrees.  Then, by going directly to the 
web sites of every university that offered baccalaureate degrees, the schools that had 
public relations programs were identified.  The universities’ public relations curriculum 
were reviewed to determine which schools in the West South Central region offered a 
crisis communications component.  
The content analysis process identified two universities in Louisiana and 
Oklahoma that included crisis communication in their undergraduate public relations 
program.  Purposeful selection was used to select two of the five Texas schools identified 
through the content analysis for the study.   Since Arkansas did not offer a crisis 
communications component to its public relations students, only three states, with two 
schools each, were included in this study.  Therefore, the participants were from six 
universities.  In total, there were six professors (one from each school) and 12 former 
students (two from each school).  Each of the six individual case studies was comprised 
of a professor who taught crisis communications, as well as two former students who 
have graduated and have been in the public relations profession three-to-five years, and 
artifacts such as course syllabi, textbooks, and class assignments.    
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Common Themes for Each of the Six Cases 
The data from the six individual cases includes the triangulation of the professor 
interviews, the graduate interviews, and the artifacts such as course syllabi, textbooks, 
and class assignments.   These data were collected and analyzed for common themes.   
As illustrated in Figure 2 (refer to Chapter III), the data for each of the six universities 
were individually coded and separated into primary and secondary themes.   
University Red’s crisis communications component was reviewed and common 
themes surfaced from interviews with the professor and two graduates as well as course 
artifacts.  In fact, five themes emerged with Professor Red and the two Red Graduates.  
The common themes included positioning instruction as a real life experience, using case 
studies as instructional tools, teamwork as an instructional tool, developing a crisis 
communications plan, and managing the media. 
University White’s crisis communications component was reviewed and five 
common themes were identified from interviews with Professor White and the White 
Graduates. During their interviews, Professor White and both White Graduates 
mentioned three of the themes, which include crisis communications instruction, degree 
minors, and managing the media. The other two themes, which included college 
internships and role playing, were mentioned by the professor and one of the graduates. 
Five common themes were identified while reviewing University Blue’s crisis 
communications component from the interviews with Professor Blue and both Blue 
Graduates.  These themes included managing the media, college internships, case study 
instruction, teamwork as an instructional tool, and the importance of ethics in the public 
relations profession. 
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 In reviewing University Green’s crisis communications component, interviews 
with Professor Green and both Green Graduates revealed four common themes.  These 
themes included developing a crisis communications plan, case study instruction, college 
internships, and the importance of ethics in the public relations profession. 
 While reviewing University Yellow’s crisis communications component, five 
common themes surfaced as a result of the interviews with Professor Yellow and both 
Yellow Graduates.  These themes included developing a crisis communications plan, case 
study instruction, college internships, the benefits of the Public Relations Society of 
America (PRSA), and the importance of ethics in the public relations profession. 
University Orange’s crisis communications component was reviewed and four 
common themes surfaced from interviews with Professor Orange and the two Orange 
Graduates.  These themes included college internships, case study instruction, teamwork 
as an instructional tool, and the importance of ethics in the public relations profession.  
 
Common Themes Between and Among the Cases 
The previous section focused on the six individual cases in this study.  This 
section will focus on the multiple case component of this study and on the common 
themes between and among the six cases.  With common themes emerging for each of the 
six universities, it is also interesting to review the common themes that surfaced among 
and between all of these universities from the interviews and artifact data.  As depicted in 
Figure 3 (refer to Chapter III), the data for all six universities were analyzed and reported 
as primary and secondary themes. In total, nine themes emerged from this study.  Of 
these nine themes, four were primary (identified by at least 16 participants), four were 
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secondary (identified by six to 11 participants), and one was notable (identified by five or 




The four primary themes of this study included internships, case studies, 
managing the media, and ethics.  Sixteen of the 18 participants stated that college 
internships were beneficial. All six professors and ten of the 12 graduates indicated 
college internships as a hands-on instructional tool. All six of the universities offered 
internships in their course descriptions.    
Of the 18 participants, 15 emphasized the importance of reviewing case studies as 
an instructional tool for teaching crisis communications.  Five professors and ten 
graduates agreed that case studies provided real-life experiences for crisis 
communications instruction.  Case study instruction was mentioned in the course 
descriptions of all six universities.   
Fourteen of the 18 participants in the study believed that it was essential to know 
how to work effectively with the media during a time of crisis.  Five of the professors and 
nine of the graduates agreed that media relations training is a key component in crisis 
communications.  All six universities offered media relations as a course in their 
curriculum.  
Thirteen of the 18 participants stressed the importance of ethical behavior in the 
public relations profession.  Five professors and eight graduates mentioned the 
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importance of ethics during their interviews.  Three of the six universities mentioned 
ethics in their syllabi. 
 
Secondary Themes 
The secondary themes of this study emerged into another four areas of crisis 
communications.  The four themes included teamwork, public relations strategic 
planning, the Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA), and role playing.   
Of the 18 participants, ten emphasized the importance of including teamwork as 
an instructional tool for teaching crisis communications.  Three professors and seven 
graduates agreed that teamwork should be included in the public relations program 
because they have discovered its importance in the workplace.  All six universities 
mentioned teamwork, such as group discussions or group assignments, in their syllabi. 
Nine of the 18 participants stated the importance of learning how to develop a public 
relations strategic plan.  Three professors and six graduates expressed the need for public 
relations planning.  Four of the six universities mentioned strategic planning in their 
syllabi. Of the 18 participants, eight emphasized the benefits of participating in the 
student organization, Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA).  Three 
professors and five graduates agreed that PRSSA was a beneficial organization for public 
relations students.  Two of the six universities mentioned PRSSA in their syllabi. Of the 
18 participants, six emphasized the importance of role playing as an instructional tool for 
teaching crisis communications.  Three professors and three graduates agreed that role 
playing should be included in the university public relations program.  Four of the six 
universities mentioned role playing in their syllabi. 
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Notable Theme 
Following the secondary themes, one notable theme emerged.  It included the 
benefit of having a minor with the major degree.  Of the 18 participants, five mentioned 
that having a minor degree was beneficial for a public relations professional.  One 




This section will compare the study findings with the literature reviewed for the 
study.  Nine themes were identified in the previous section.  They included four primary 
themes, which are internships, case studies, managing the media, and ethics.  Four 
secondary themes emerged as well and include teamwork, public relations strategic 
planning, the Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA), and role playing.  
The one remaining notable theme includes the benefit of having a minor with the major 
degree.     
The review of the literature for this study focuses on research regarding public 
relations and crisis communications.  The three areas reviewed included teaching of 
public relations, crisis management in the real world, and the Public Relations Society of 
America (PRSA).  A prelude to these three sections is an overview of the history of 
public relations, which provides a background on the public relations profession and 
presents an historical context for understanding theoretical positions regarding best 
practice.  
All eight primary and secondary themes that emerged in this study relate to the 
literature reviewed for this study.  For instance, Bernays (Seitel, 1998), who is often 
95
called the father of public relations, mentioned the benefit of hands-on experience in 
learning how to handle a crisis.  Bernays supports college internships, which was the 
leading theme and was highlighted by 16 participants in the study.   In addition, Professor 
White stressed the value of students having an internship during college so that they are 
better equipped for the real world.  “Students need to experience an actual crisis so that 
they can feel the heat and uncertainty that comes with conflict management,” said 
Professor White.  “We have an active internship program that fulfills this need.” 
Case study instruction was supported by the literature review in a survey 
conducted by the Association for Education in Journalism (Benigni & Cameron, 1999).  
This survey of 99 mass communication professors from universities in the United States 
that offer public relations undergraduate degrees, revealed that 87% of the respondents 
said the university campaigns course, which focuses on real life case studies, was the 
capstone course for the mass communication major.   In addition, William Adams, 
Associate Professor at Florida International University School of Journalism and Mass 
Communication said, “Case studies serve as idea resources for public relations 
practitioners in solving problems and for public relations scholars in theory building.  
Through class discussions of the situations and people in the cases, students will hone 
their insights, perceptions, thought processes and interpersonal skills” (p. 52).  Case study 
instruction also was mentioned in this study as the second leading theme and mentioned 
by 15 participants.  Red Graduate I supported the importance of case studies and said, 
“The crisis communications courses had the greatest impact on me in college because we 
studied real life situations such as the Tylenol case.” 
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Also cited in the literature review, Adams (1993) used teamwork to review case 
studies and to conduct role playing in the classroom. Adams highlights reasons for 
professors to encourage team participation in the classroom. They include the 
socialization of group interaction; alleviation of the Atlas Complex where the instructor 
tries to do it all, risking ineffectiveness and burnout; and the opportunity for students to 
face group related problems, which they will encounter when they enter the public 
relations field.  Teamwork instruction also was mentioned by 10 participants in the study.   
“Students need to learn to work in teams because when they graduate and start working 
in their professions and a real crisis happens, they’ll be forced to work in teams to get 
through the crisis,” said Professor Blue.  Another graduate in the study also agrees with 
the benefit of learning to work in teams.  “My crisis communications class was very team 
oriented so we worked in teams and that’s how you work in the real world,” said Yellow 
Graduate II.  “You have to learn how to structure things and how to give orders and how 
to take orders.” 
 Melissa Motschall, English Language Department at Eastern Michigan University 
and Michele Najor, Mass Communication Department at Wayne State University, both 
teach public relations courses at their respective universities.  Motschall and Najor 
(Motschall & Najor, 2001) agree that the interactive exercise of role playing is a key 
learning tool for handling crisis communications situations.  They said that students can 
either create crises for one another, or the professor may develop a bank of crises and 
opportunities from which to draw.  The interactive exercise of role playing was a 
secondary theme in this study and was mentioned by six participants. Using role playing 
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as an instructional tool, Professor White said, “I use role playing to make case studies 
more realistic to students.” 
 Motschall and Najor (2001) describe their client-centered approach to teaching 
the introductory mass communication course in this study’s literature review.  “Students 
should know general principles of crisis communications, such as promptness and honest, 
open communication and they should also understand the importance of having in place a 
crisis plan, crisis team, and single spokesperson” (p. 22).   “With these guidelines in 
mind, requiring students to respond to a real crisis for their clients, within a specified 
time frame, can be a valuable and interesting exercise.”   Lin, Stacks and Steinfatt (1992, 
p. 46), three University of Miami Communication Professors stated that the key to crisis 
management is developing a plan prior to the crisis that manages various public 
perceptions of the crisis.  They said that an effective crisis management plan is a well-
thought-out campaign that seeks to reduce any negative impact, while generating positive 
outcomes during a crisis period.  Nine participants in the study also stressed the 
importance of learning how to develop a public relations strategic plan.  A graduate in the 
study agreed with the importance of planning for a crisis.  “In college, I learned to apply 
the thought-process of strategic planning, from being proactive when planning events, to 
being reactive when working with the media,” said Green Graduate I. 
 Ethics also was highlighted in the literature.  Ivy Lee, who became a public 
relations professional in 1903 and is often considered to be America’s first successful 
public relations counselor, was credited with discovering that the best way to influence 
public opinion was through honesty and candor (Seitel, 1998).  He believed that simple 
truth is key.  Ethics was mentioned by 13 participants and is a primary theme in this 
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study. Aligned with these participants as well as Lee’s sentiment, Professor Orange said, 
“I tell my students that all they really have in life is their credibility and once they lose 
that, they’re cooked.”  Professor Yellow agreed when he said, “If you’re not ethical, you 
shouldn’t be in the public relations profession.”  He continued, “I have never in my 40 
years of public relations experience, lied to the media.” 
 In reference to the media, Kathleen Fern-Banks, Mass Communication professor 
at the University of Washington who was featured in this study’s literature review, cited 
media relations training as a key component in crisis communications (Fern-Banks, 
2002).  She said that information about a crisis reaches the public through the media more 
often than by any other means.  Fern-Banks said that with the media demanding a quick 
response to a crisis, it is important for the public relations professional to anticipate what 
the media want to know. Fourteen participants also designated media relations training as 
a key component in crisis communications and as a primary theme for this study. “The 
most valuable lesson I learned in college was to constantly communicate with the media 
because they are the gatekeepers and if you work with them they will do their best to give 
you objective coverage of the story,” said Red Graduate I.  “However, if you’re against 
them, they will pick up on it right away and automatically work against you.” 
The student organization Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA) 
also was mentioned in the study’s literature review (http://www.prsa.org).  The Public 
Relations Society of America (PRSA) founded PRSSA to cultivate a relationship 
between students and professional public relations practitioners.  PRSSA was a secondary 
theme recognized by eight participants in the study.  Mentioning the value of PRSSA, 
Blue Graduate II said, “I loved working on PRSSA’s Bateman Team because I learned 
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something very useful for my career, I received college credit hours for it, and when we 
won a national award for our crisis campaign, it looked good on my resume.” 
 There is existing literature related to public relations and crisis communications.  
However, this study confirms a void in literature regarding a crisis communications 
component in baccalaureate public relations programs at universities in the West South 
Central region of the United States.   
 
Recommendations 
Since there is little data on the crisis communications component in university 
public relations programs in the United States, I recommend the following four future 
studies.  The first study would explore crisis communications components, such as 
seminars and workshops that are sponsored by PRSSA at universities in the United 
States.  This study is recommended because PRSSA is a leading organization for public 
relations undergraduate students.  PRSSA is the most likely organization to conduct the 
research, convey its findings to industry leaders, and apply its findings to enhance public 
relations undergraduate students’ understanding of crisis communications.  In addition, a 
manager of PRSA, the parent organization of PRSSA, seemed interested in my study 
when she said, “[Jami], you are on to something,” regarding my study of the university 
crisis communications component.   
The second study would replicate this study in another area of the United States 
such as the East North Central Region, which includes Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Ohio 
and Wisconsin.  This parallel study would be important because it would reveal if 
universities that offer baccalaureate programs in public relations in another region of the 
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United States is preparing their graduates to manage crisis communications situations.  It 
would be enlightening to compare and contrast these two regions’ crisis communications 
components. 
The third study would focus on why the other 90 percent of universities in the 
West South Central region of the United States do not offer a crisis communications 
component in their public relations program.  It would be interesting to understand why 
the universities in this region do not offer a crisis communications component.  It is 
important to understand the premise of a university undergraduate public relations 
program before it can be revised to include a crisis communications component.      
The fourth recommended study would focus on the concept of ethics.  One of the 
16 questions asked of the participants in this current study focused on ethics.  Responses 
to the ethics question provided the strongest reaction from both the professors and 
graduates.  Due to this response, the recommended study would explore how ethics are 
incorporated into undergraduate public relations programs with a crisis communications 
component.  Based on the theories of Immanuel Kant, Lawrence Kohlberg, and Carol 
Gilligan, the study would research how public relations graduates are prepared to handle 
ethical situations once they enter their professions.  The study would explore whether 
public relations professionals make ethical decisions based on their own values or on 
their employer’s directives.  In addition, the study would ask graduates if they believed 
ethics could be taught.    
The study would use models based on studies of students’ intellectual 
development, which help instructors adjust their instruction to the stage of maturity of an 
individual student and to design ways of increasing the students’ rate of development 
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(Joyce, Weil, & Calhoun, 2000).  Since Immanuel Kant’s views on ethics are widely 
studied, it would be interesting to consider his views on moral education.  Kant’s claim 
that the primary aim of moral education is the formation of character derives from the 
premise of his moral philosophy.  His philosophy is that nothing can be regarded as good 
without qualification except a good will, whose constitution is character (Cahn, 1997).  
Having a significant influence on the study of college’s impact on students and on 
institutional policies and programs designed to shape student development, Kohlberg’s 
theory of moral development focuses on cognitive processes by which moral choices are 
made (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).   
Carol Gilligan in her different voice model, observed persistent discrepancies 
between women’s concepts of self and morality and the major theories of human and 
moral development, particularly Kohlberg’s theory.  Gilligan suggests the problem lies 
not with women but with conceptually biased theories, all of which emerged from studies 
of the moral development of male subjects (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  Gilligan 
believes that women’s concern with the well-being of others constitutes a different voice 
from that used by males.  She believes that women’s moral reasoning is in the “care 
voice,” while men reason in the “justice voice.”   The differences between Kohlberg and 
Gilligan are the differences between the morality of rights and the morality of 
responsibility, between concepts of autonomy and separation and concepts of 




This section includes two areas of program recommendations.  The first area 
focuses on revisions for undergraduate programs.  The second area focuses on the 
leadership role of public relations professional organizations with undergraduate public 
relations programs.  
 
Undergraduate Programs 
Based on my research of the crisis communications components of university 
undergraduate public relations programs, I offer recommendations for designing crisis 
communications courses.  For instance, I suggest that internships be incorporated into 
public relations programs.  With 16 of the 18 participants in the study supporting college 
internships, this clearly was the leading theme.  With the participants mentioning that one 
of the key benefits of an internship is the hands-on experience of learning how to handle 
a crisis, internships can be developed with local businesses as well as non-profit agencies.  
Internship programs enable students to earn credit hours as well as gain practical 
experience in dealing with crises.  Professor White stressed the value of students having 
an internship during college so that they are better equipped for the real world.  “Students 
need to experience an actual crisis so that they can feel the heat and uncertainty that 
comes with conflict management,” said Professor White. 
Another recommendation regards crisis communications instruction.  With 15 of 
the 18 participants emphasizing the importance of reviewing case studies as an 
instructional tool for teaching crisis communications, case studies was the second leading 
theme in the study.   And, with 15 of the 18 participants highlighting the Tylenol case, I 
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recommend that public relations programs specifically include this case study in their 
instruction.  The Tylenol case, which is a positive example of crisis communications, left 
a lasting impression on the graduates.  Blue Graduate II remembers her case study 
instruction.  “Of the things I remember in college, I recall the case studies the most 
because they were valuable to refer to when I began working,” said Blue Graduate II.  “I 
remember how everyone in class would present case studies and we would all learn from 
each other, which is an effective way to teach crisis communications.” 
Coinciding with case study instruction is role playing, which was often mentioned 
in the study as a tool used to review case studies in the classroom.  Of the 18 participants, 
six emphasized the importance of role playing as an instructional tool for teaching crisis 
communications.  Role playing was cited as an effective hands-on method of 
experiencing a crisis situation.  By role playing, students are able to express how they 
would react in the time of a crisis by portraying a public relations professional.  I suggest 
that university public relations programs integrate role playing in their curriculum.  
Students could act out actual case studies in class and then critique each other.  These 
role playing and critique sessions provide experiential learning.  Referring to role playing 
the Tylenol case, Red Graduate I said, “We partnered up and acted like we were 
responding to the media just like the Tylenol public relations people did 20 years ago, 
then we discussed and evaluated our performances with the hypothetical media in class.” 
I also suggest that university public relations programs provide instruction on 
developing a strategic crisis communications plan as well as on working with the media 
in a time of crisis.  Nine participants stated the importance of knowing how to develop a 
public relations strategic plan and 14 participants mentioned the importance of working 
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effectively with the media during a time of crisis.  Strategic planning and media training, 
which go hand-in-hand, were perceived as essential to participants in the study.  “When I 
got my job after college, one of my first assignments was to write a crisis plan and I 
referred back to my class materials and textbooks to develop the plan,” said Blue 
Graduate I.   Red Graduate I supported this sentiment.  “The most valuable lesson I 
learned in college was to constantly communicate with the media because they are the 
gatekeepers and if you work with them they will do their best to give you objective 
coverage of the story,” said Red Graduate I.  “However, if you’re against them, they will 
pick up on it right away and automatically work against you.” 
In addition, I suggest that ethics be incorporated into all of the public relations 
programs. Thirteen of the 18 participants stressed the importance of ethical behavior in 
the public relations profession. The professors in this study were most expressive about 
ethics.  Professor Yellow stressed that ethics, like crisis communications, should be 
incorporated into every public relations course.  “If you’re not ethical, you shouldn’t be 
in the public relations profession,” said Professor Yellow.   Professor Orange said that he 
tells his students that all they really have in life is their credibility and once they lose that, 
“they’re cooked.” 
 
Public Relations Professional Organization 
 
During the final stage of my dissertation, Hurricane Katrina devastated the Gulf 
Coast affecting Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi.   Even in the initial aftermath of 
this storm, it unofficially has been branded the worst natural disaster in United States 
history. One of the issues frequently discussed both through print and broadcast media is 
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the lack of an effective crisis communications plan. This reinforces the importance of 
crisis management components in both undergraduate and in-service programs.  It would 
be an important and enlightening study to examine the communications before, during, 
and after the hurricane struck.  I recommend that public relations organizations such as 
PRSA continue to regularly offer crisis communications workshops and seminars to its 
members.  I also recommend that the public relations organizations take the leadership 
role of incorporating research-based findings, such as those from this study, in the 
undergraduate preparation programs with individuals interested in working in the public 




It is interesting that ethics is one of the primary themes that emerged in this study.  
It is my hope that public relations professionals make a concerted effort to maintain the 
honor and credibility of the profession that our forefather Ivy Lee worked so hard to 
develop.  Lee transformed the field from a questionable pursuit into a professional 
discipline designed to win public confidence and trust through communications based on 
openness and truth.  We have a responsibility to support his belief and continue his 
practice.  Whether customers, employees, shareholders, students, parents, and the media, 
public relations professionals must communicate openly and honestly, accurately and 
timely to their audiences in times of crises and otherwise.   
Likewise, it is up to university public relations programs to incorporate a crisis 
communications component into their curriculum.  The profession requires entry-level 
employees to be prepared to handle crises when they enter their careers, so university 
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public relations programs should support this need.  They should do so with interactive 
in-class exercises such as case study and role playing instruction and encourage outside 
classroom activities that provide hands-on experiences such as internships and student 
organizations such as the Public Relations Society of America (PRSSA).  In addition, 
professors should teach students to be proactive when they enter their professions by 
developing crisis communications plans in their organizations as well as learn to work in 
teams and communicate with the media. 
Let us remember another industry pioneer Edward Bernays, who died in 1995 at 
the age of 103, and was a giant in the public relations field for nearly a century.  
Beginning as a publicist in 1913, he owned a public relations firm and taught the first 
course in public relations at New York University in 1923.  A nephew of Sigmund Freud, 
Bernays pioneered the application of the social sciences to public relations.  Historian 
Eric Goldman credited Bernays with moving along with the most advanced trends in the 
public relations field, thinking with, around, and ahead of them.  Maintaining credibility 
and honor, public relations professionals should be in sync with Bernays, by looking to 
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PROFESSOR INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
CRISIS COMMUNICATIONS 
1) What is your position at the university? 
 
2) How many years have you taught at the university? 
 
3) How many courses does the university offer its public relations students that 
involve crisis communication instruction? 
 
4) What are the names of the crisis communications courses? 
 
5) Which of these courses do you teach? 
 
6) Would you please provide a syllabus for each course?  Does the syllabus outline 
the assignments as well as the names of the textbooks for the courses? 
 
7) How many years has the university offered crisis communications courses? 
 
8) Are the crisis communications courses required or electives?  
 
9) What are the primary objectives of the crisis communications courses? 
 
10) What are some interesting ways you teach crisis communications?  
 
11)  Can you tell me about any special student PR groups that would work w/clients? 
 
12)      If you were to rank the importance of crisis communications instruction at the  
university level, how would you prioritize this instruction? 
 
13)     How do you believe crisis communications instruction prepares public relations             
graduates for the “real world?” 
 
14)    Professor’s closing statement: 
What is your goal in preparing public relations graduates for the “real world?” 
 
15)    I would like to speak to two of your graduates who took crisis communications 
 courses?  Would you please provide their names and telephone numbers? 
 
16)    Do you incorporate ethics into your crisis communications instruction and if  




GRADUATE INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
CRISIS COMMUNICATIONS 
1) What is your position at your present workplace?  How long have you worked for 
this company and did you hold other positions before this one? 
 
2) Please describe your duties in your position. 
 
3) When did you graduate from college? 
 
4) What was your major? 
 
5) Did you begin your freshman year as a public relations major?  When did you 
decide to major in public relations? 
 
6) What were your favorite and/or most useful public relations courses? 
 
7) Did you take any crisis communications courses? 
 
8) What were the names of these courses and who taught them? 
 
9) Have you been able to apply what you learned in these crisis communications 
courses to your career after graduation?   Please explain. 
 
10) What is the most valuable lesson you learned during your crisis communications 
instruction in college that you have been able to apply in your career? 
 
11) What are some interesting ways crisis communications was taught in college?  
 
12) Can you tell me about any special student public relations organizations during  
college where you worked with real clients?  Did this experience help you after 
graduation in your career?  Was it a realistic experience? 
 
13) Was your crisis communications instruction positioned as a “real life” 
experience?  In other words, did you find a connection between the theory of your 
textbooks with the practice of your assignments?   
 
14) If you were to rank the importance of crisis communications instruction during 
college, how would you prioritize this instruction? 
 
15) Did your crisis communications instruction prepare you for the “real world?” 
 
16) Was ethics incorporated into your crisis communications instruction during your 
undergraduate public relations program? 
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Below are follow-up questions if the graduate answers “yes” to question #16 : 
• How was ethics incorporated into your program? 
• Have you had any situations since you graduated and entered your public 
relations profession, where this instruction assisted you? 
Below is a follow-up question if the graduate answers “no” to question #16: 
• Have you had any situations since you graduated and entered your public 
relations profession where ethics instruction might have assisted you?  
Explain. 
 
